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ABVERTISEMENT. * 

Perhaps it wm be thought that piecei^ 
written so much jn the manner of set coi^- 
positions as the following, should not have 
been denominated Letters ; it may th^refort 
be proper to say, that they are so called be-* 
cause they were actually addressed to a 
friend* They were written however with 
the intention to print them, if, when they^ 
werQ finished, the writer could persuade 
himself that they deserved it ; and the cha** 
racter pf wthors is too well known for any 
one to be surprised thp^t he could persuade 
himself of this. 

When he began these letters, his inten- 
tion was to confine himself within such li- 
mits, that essays on twelve or fifteen sub- 
jects might have been comprised in a vo- 
lume. But he soon found that an interest- 
ing subject could not be so fully unfolded 
as he wished, in such a narrow space., It 
appeared to him that many things which 
would be excluded, as much belonged to the 
purpose of the essay as those which would 
be introduced. 
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IV ADVERTISEMENT, 

It will not fieem a very natural manner of 
commencing a course of letters to a friend, 
to enter formally on a subject, in the first 
•entsnce. In excuse for this abruptness it 
may be mentioned, that an introductory let- 
ter went before that which appears first in 
the series ; but as it was written in the pre<» 
sumption that a considerable variety of 8ub« 
jects would be treated in the compass of % 
moderate number ci letters, it is omitted, 
as being less adapted to precede what is 
executed in a manner so different from the 
design. 

When writing which has occupied a con^ 
aiderable length, and has been interrupted 
by considerable intervals of time, which is 
also on very different subjects, and was per^ 
haps meditated uoder the influence of difie- 
rent circumstances, is at last, all read over in 
one short space, this immediate succession 
and close comparison make the writer sen-« 
sible of some things of which he was not 
aware in the slow separate stages of his 
progress. On thus bringing the following 
essays under one review, the writer per- 
ceives some reason to apprehend that thie 
spirit of the third may appear so difierent 
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from that of the second as to give an im-^ 
pression of something like inconsistency, 
The second may seem to represent that a 
man may effect almost every thing, th^ 
third that he can effect scarcely any thing. 
The writer however persuades himself that 
the one does not assert the efficacy of hu^ 
man resolution and effort under the same 
conditions under which the other asserts 
their inefiicacy ; and that therefore there is 
no real contrariety between the principles of 
the two essays. From the evidence of his- 
tory and familiar experience we know that 
under certain conditions, and within certain 
limits^ (very contracted ones indeed,) an en- 
lightened and resolute human spirit has 
great power, this greatness being relative, 
of course, to the measures pf things within 
a small sphere ; while it is equally obvious 
that this enlightened and resolute spirit, 
disregal*ding these conditions, and attempt- 
ing to extend its agency over a much wider 
sphere, shall find its power baffled and an- 
Qihilated, . till it draws back again within 
the contracted boundary. Now the great 
power of the human mind within the nar- 
row limit may be distinctly illustrated at 
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one time^ Bt^its impotence beyond that 1h 
mit, at another; but the assemblage of sen- 
timents and exemplifications most adapted 
to illustrate, and without any very material 
exaggeration, that power alone, will fonn 
apparently so strong a contrast with the as- 
semblage of thoughts and facts proper for 
illustrating that imbecillity alone, that on a 
superficial view the two representations may 
appear contradictory. And the author ap- 
peals to the experience of such thinking 
men as are accustomed to commit their 
thoughts to writing, whether they have not 
sometimes, on comparing the pages in which 
they had endeavoured to place one truth in 
the strongest light, with those in which 
they have endeavoured a strong but yet not 
extravagant exhibition of another, felt a 
momentary difficulty to reconcile them, 
even while satisfied of the substantial just- 
ness of both. The whole doctrine on any 
extensive moral subject necessarily includes 
two views which may be considered as its 
extremes ; and if these are strongly stated 
quite apart from their relations to each 
other, both the representations may be per- 
fectly true and yet may require, in order to 
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ADVERTISEMENT. VU 

the reader's perceiving their consistency^ a 
recollection of many intermediate ideas. 

In the fourth essay, it was not intended 
to take a comprehensive or systematic view 
of the causes contributing to prevent the 
candid attention and the cordial admission 
due to evangelical religion, but simply to 
select a very few which had particularly at- 
tracted the author's observation. One or 
two more would have been specified and 
slightly illustrated, if the essay had not 
been already too long. 
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Love of Fame. — The Morality of this passion argued. — ^Tlie 
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antichristtan quality of his Essay on Man.— Novels.— Melan« 
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ESSAY I. 

On a Marts writing Memoirs of himself. 
LETTER L 



My dear Friend^ 

Every one knows with what interest it id 
natural to retrace the course of our own livesi 
The past states and periods of a man's being 
are retained in a connexion with th^ present by 
that principle of self»-love, which is unwilling 
to relinquish its hold on what has once been 
hisw Though he cannot but be sensible of how 
little consequence his life can have been in the 
creation, compared with many other trains of 
events, yet he has felt it more important to 
himself than all other trains together ; and 
you will very rarely find him tired of nanating 
again the little history, or at least the favourite 
parts of the little history, of himself. 

To turn this partiality to some account, I 
recollect having proposed to two or three of my 
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friends that tliey shouM write, each principalTjr 
however for his own use, memoirs of their own 
lives, endeavouring not so much to enumerate 
the mere facts and events of life, as to dis- 
criminate the successive states of the mind, and 
the progress of character. It is in this progress 
that we acknowledge the chief importance of 
life to consist; but even as supplying a constant 
series of interests to the passions, and separately 
from every consideration of moral and in- 
tellectual discipline, we hav^ all accounted our 
life an inestimable possession, which it deserved 
incessant cares and labours to retain, and which 
continues in most, cases to be still held with 
anxious attachment. What has been the object 
of so much partiality, and has been delighted 
and pained by so many emotions, nwght claim, 
even if the highest interest were out of the 
question, that a short memorial should be 
jretained by him who has possessed it, has seen 
it all to this moment depart, and can never 
lecall it. 

To write memoirs of many years, as twenty, 
thirty, or forty, seems at the first glance a 
ponderous task. Perhaps to reap the products^ 
of so many acres of earth indeed might, to one 
person, be an undertaking of mighty toil. But. 
the materials of any value that all past life can 
supply to a recording pen, would be reduced 
by a discerning selection to a very small and. 
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modest axnoupt» How much more thaa one 
page of moderate iize would be deemed by any 
man's self-importance to be due, on an average, 
to each of the days that he has lived ? No man 
would judge more than one in ten thousand of 
all his thoughts, sayings and actions worthy 
to be mentioned, if memory were capable of 
recalling them. Necessarily a very large portion 
of what has occupied the successive years. of 
life was of a kind to bfe utterly useless for a 
history of it; hecause it was merely for the ac* 
commodation ;)of the time. Perhaps in the 
space of forty years, millions of sentences are 
proper to be uttered, and many thousands of 
affiiirs requisite to be transacted^ or of journies 
to be performed, which it would be ridiculous 
to record. They are a kind of m^tetial for the 
common expenditure and waste of the day. 
And yet it is often by a detail of this subordi* 
nate economy of life, that the works of fiction, 
the narratives of age, the journals of travellers, 
and even grave biographical accounts, are made 
so unreasonably long. As well might a chronicle 
of the coats that a man has worn, with the 
oolour and date of each, be called his life, for 
any important uses of relating its history. As 
well might a man of whom I inquire the 
dimensions the internal divisions and the use 
of some remarkable building, begin to tell me 
how much wood was employed in the f caQbld^ 
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ing, where the mortar was prepared, <* how 
often it rained while the work was proceedings 

But, in a deliberate review of all that we can 
remember of past life, it will be possible to 
select a certain proportion which may with the 
most propriety be deemed the history of the 
man. What I am recommending is to follow 
the order of time, and reduce your recollections, 
from the earliest period to the present, into as 
simple ai statement and explanation as you can, 
of your feelings, opinions, and habits, and of 
the principal circumstances through each stage 
that have influenced them, till they have become 
at last what they now are. 

Whatever tendencies nature may justly be 
deemed to have imparted in the first instance, 
you would probably find the greater part of the 
moral constitution of your being composed of 
the contributions of many years and events, 
consolidated by degrees into what we call 
character; and by investigating the progress of 
the accumulation, you would be assisted t6 
judge more clearly how far the materials are 
valuable, the mixture congruous, and the whole 
conformation worthy to remain unaltered. With 
respect to any friend that greatly interests us, 
we have always a curiosity to obtain an ac- 
curate account of the past train of his life and 
feelings; and though there may be several 
reasons for such a wish, it partly springs from 
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a eonsciousness how much this retrospective 
knowledge would assist to decide or confirm 
our estimate of that friend — but our estimate 
of ourselves is of more serious consequence* 

The elapsed periods of life acquire importance 
too from the prt>8pect of its continuance. The 
smallest thing becomes respectable, when 
regarded as the ccMnmencement of what has 
advanced, or is advancing, into magnilicence. 
The first rude settlement of Romulus would 
have been an insignificant circumstance, and 
might justly have sunk into oblivion, if Rome 
had not at length commanded the world. The 
little rill, iiwtj:be source of one of the great 
American rivers, is an interesting object to the 
traveller who is apprised, as he steps across it, 
(Mr Walks a few miles along its bank, that this 
is the stream which runs so far, and which gra- 
dually sW'Clls into so immense a flood. So, 
while I anticipate the endless progress of life, 
and wonder through what unknown scenes it 
is to take its course, its past years lose that 
character of vanity which would seeni to belong 
to a train of fleeting perishing moments, and I 
see them assuming the dignity of a commencing 
eternity. In them I have begun to be that 
conscious existence which I am to be through 
infinite duration ; and I feel a strange emotion 
of curiosity about this little life in which I am 
setting out on such a progress ; I cannot be 
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eontenjt without an accurate sketch of the wind- 
ings thus far of a 8i:ream wUich is to bear mi! 
on for ever. 1 try to imagincihbw it will be to 
recollect, at a far distant point of my era, what 
I was when here ; and wish, if i^ were jjossible, 
to retain, as I advance, the whole course of my 
existence within the scope of clear reflecticm ; 
to fix in my mind so very strong an idea of 
what I have been in this original period of my 
time, that I shall most completely possess this 
idea in ages too remote, for calculation. 

The review becomes still more importantt 
when I learn the influence which this first pai^ 
of the progress will have on the happiness ov 
misery of the next. 

One of the greatest difficulties in the way of 
executing the proposed task will have been 
caused by the extreme deficiency of that self- 
observation, which, to any extent, is no 
common employment either of youth or any 
later ^e. Men. realize their existence in the 
surrounding objects that act upon them ^nd 
form the interests of self, rather than in that 
very self, that interior being, which is thus 
acted upon. So that this being itself, with its 
thoughts and feelings, as distinct from the 
objects of those thoughts and feelings, but 
rarely occupies its own deep and patient 
attention. Men carry their minds as they carry 
their watches, content to be ignprant of the 
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mechanism of their movements, aad satisfied 
with attending to the little exterior circle of 
things, to which the passions, like indexes, are 
pointing. It is surprising to see how little self- 
knowledge a person not watchfully observant 
of himself may have gained in the whole course 
of an active, or even an inquisitive life. He 
may have lived almost an age, and traversed a 
continent, minutely examining its curiosities, 
and interpreting the half-obliterated characters 
on its monuments*, unconscious the while of a 
process operating on his own mind to impress 
or to erase characteristics of much more im* 
portance to him than all the figured brass or 
marble that Europe contains. After having 
explored many a cavern or dark ruinous avenue, 
he may have left undetected a darker recess in 
his character. He may have conversed with 
many people, in different languages, on num« 
berless subjects; but, having neglected those 
conversations with himself by which his whole 
moral being should have been kept continually 
disclosed to his view, he is better qualified 
perhaps to describe the intrigues of a foreign 
court, or the progress of a foreign trade; to 
represent the manners of the Italians, or the 
Turks; to narrate the proceedings of the Jesuits, 
or the adventures of the gypsies ; than to write 
the history of his own mind. 

If we had practised habitual self-observation, 
B 4 
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we could not have failed to make important 
discoveries. There have been thousands of 
feelings, each of which, if strongly seized upon, 
and made the subject of reflection, would have 
shewn us what our character was, and what it 
was likely to become. There have been nu- 
^merous incidents, which operated on us as 
tests, and so fully brought out the prevalent 
quality of the mind, that another person, who 
should have been discriminatively observing us, 
would instantly have formed a decided estimate* 
But unfortunately the mind is generally too 
much occupied by the feeling or the incident 
itself, to have the slightest care or consciousness 
that any thing cotdd be learnt, or is disclosed. 
In very early youth it is almost inevitable for 
it to be thus lost to itself even ^midsit its own 
feelings, and the external objects of attention ; 
but it seems a contemptible thing, s^nd it 
certainly is a criminal and dangerous thing, 
for a man in mature life to allow himself this 
thoughtless escape from self-e:samination. 

We have not only neglected to observe what 
our feielings indicated, but have also in a very 
great degree ceased to remember what ' they - 
were. We may justly wonder how our mind^ 
could pass away successively from so many 
scenes and moments which seemed to us im- 
portant, each in its time, and retain so slight 
an impression, that we have now nothing to (el| 
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about what once excited our utmost emotion. 
As to my own mind, I perceive that it is 
becoming uncertain of the exact nature of 
many feelings of considerable interest, even of 
comparatively recent date; of course, the re- 
membrance of what was felt in early life is 
exceedingly faint. I have just been observing 
several children, of eight or ten years old, in all 
the active vivacity which enjoys the plenitude 
of the moment without " looking before or 
after;'* and while observing, I attempted, but 
without success, to recollect what I was at that 
9%e. I can indeed remember the principal 
Invents of the period, and the actions and 
projects to which my feelings impelled me ; 
but the feelings themselves, in their own pure 
juvenility, cannot be revived, so as to be 
described and placed in comparison with those 
of maturity. What is become of all those vernal 
fancier which had so much power to touch the 
^eart ? What a number of sentiments have lived 
jMid revelled in the soul that are now irrevocably 
gone. They died, like the singing birds of that 
time, which now sing no more. 

The' life that we then had, now shetas almost 
^s if it could not have been our own. When 
we go back to it in thought, and endeavour to 
recall the interest^ \yhich animated it, they will 
not come. We are like a man returning, after 
the absence of many yeare, to visit the^ em- 
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bowcred cottage where he passed the morning 
of his life, and finding only a relic of its ruins. 
• But many of the propensities which still 
continue, probably originated then; and our 
not being able to explore them up to those 
remote sources renders a complete invesligafion 
of our moral and intellectual characters for ever 
impossible. How little, in those years, we were 
aware, when we met with the incident, or heard 
the conversation, or saw the spectacle, or felt 
the emotion, which were the first causes of 
$ome of the chief permanent tendencies of 
future life, how much and how vainly we 
might, long afterward, wish to ascertain the 
origin of those tendencies. But if we cannot 
absolutely reach their origin, it will however 
be interesting to trace them back through all 
the circumstances which have increased their 
strength. 

In some occasional states of the mind, we 
can look back much more clearly, and to a 
much greater distance, than at other times. I 
would advise to seize those short intervals of 
illumination which sometimes occur without 
our knowing the cause, and in which the 
genuine aspect of some remote event, or long- 
forgotten image, is recovered with extreme 
distinctness by vivid spontaneous glimpses of 
thought, such as no effort could have com- 
manded; as the sombre features and minute 
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^^ objects of a distant ridge of hills become strik- 
ingly visible in the strong gleams of light which' 
transiently fell oft them. An instance of this 
kind occurred to me but a few hours since^ 
while reading .what had no perceptible con-* 
hexibn with a cirtjutostance of my early youth, 
which probably I have not recollected for many 
years, and which had no unusual interest al 
the time that it happened. That circumstance 
came suddenly 'to my mind with a cle^mess-of 
representation which I was not able to retaia 
for the length of an hour, and which I could 
not by the strongest effort at this instant renew, 
I seemed almost to see the walls and windows 
of a particular room, with four or five persons 
in it, who were so perfectly restored to my 
imagination, that I could recognise not only 
the features, but even the momentary ex- 
presiSions of their countenances, and the tones 
6f their voices. 

According to different states of the mind 
loo, retrospect appears longer or shorter. If 
may happen that some memorable circum- 
stance of very early life shall be so powerfully 
• recalled as to contract the wide intervening 
space, by banishing from the view, a little 
while, all the series of intermediate remem- 
brances ; but when this one object of memory 
retires again to its remoteness and indifference, 
and all the others resume their proper places 
and distances, the retrospect appears long. 
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Places and things which have an associatioii 
with any of the events or feelings of past life, 
will greatly assist the recollection of them. A 
man of strong, associations finds memoirs of 
himself already written on the places where he 
has conversed with happiness or misery. If an 
old man wished to animate for a moment the 
languid and faded, ideas which he retains of his 
youth, he might walk with his crutch across 
the green where he once played with com- 
panions who are now probably laid to repose 
in another spot not far off. An aged saint may 
meet again some of the affecting ideas of his 
early piety in the place where he first thought 
it happy to pray. A walk in a meadow, the 
sight of a bank of flowers, perhaps even of 
.some one flower, a landscape with the tints of 
autumn, the descent into a valley, the brow of 
a mountain, the house where a friend has been 
met, or has resided, or has died, have often 
produced a much more lively recollection of 
our past feelings, and of the objects and events 
which caused them, than the most perfect 
description could have done; and we have 
lingered a considerable time for the pensive 
luxury of thus resuming, if I may so express it, 
the departed state of our minds. 

But there are many to whom local associa- 
tions present images which they fervently wish 
they could forget; images which haunt the 
places where crimes have been perpetrated, ^nd 
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which sciem to approach and glare pn the cri-* 
minal as he hastily passes by, especially if in 
the evening or the night. No local associations 
are so impressive as those of guilt. It may here 
be observed, that as each one has his own 
separate remembrances, giving to some places 
an aspect and a significance which he alone can 
perceive, there must be an unknown number of 
pleasing, or mournful, or dreadful associations, 
spread over the scenes inhabited or visited 
by men. We pass without any awakened con- 
sciousness by the bridge, or the wood, or the 
house, where there is something to excite the 
most painful or frightful ideas in the next man 
that shall come that way, or possibly the com- 
panion that walks along with us. How much 
there is in a thousand spots of the earth, that is 
invisible and silent to all but the conscious in- 
dividual. 

I hear a voice you cannot hear i 
I see a hand you cannot see. 



LETTER II. 

\yE may regard our past life as a continued 
though irregular course of education ; and the 
discipline has consisted of instruction, com- 
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panionship, reading, and the diversified influ- 
ences of the world. The young, mind eagerly 
came forward to meet the operation of some or 
all of these modes of discipline, though without 
the possibility of a thought concerning the im» 
portant process under which it was beginning to 
pass. In some certain degree we have been in- 
fluenced by each of these parts of the great sys- 
tem of education ; it will be worth while to in- 
quire how far, and in what manner. 

Few person^ can look back to the early pe- 
riod when they were peculiarly the subjects of 
ihstruction, without a regret for themselves, 
(which may be extended to the human race,) 
that the result of instruction, excepting that 
which leads to evil, bears so small a proportion 
to its compass and repetition. Yet some good 
consequence will follow the diligent inculca- 
tion of truth and precept on the youthful mind ; 
and our consciousness of possessing certain ad- 
vantages derived from it will be a partial conso- 
lation in the review that will comprise so many 
proofs of its comparative inefficacy. You can 
recollect perhaps the instructions to which you 
feel yourself permanently the most indebted, and 
some of those which produced the greatest ef- 
fect on your mind at the time, those which sur- 
prised, delighted, or mortified you. You can 
remember the facility or difficulty of under- 
standing, the facility or difficulty of believing. 
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tmd the practical inferences which you drew 
from principles, on the strength of your ow» 
reason, and sometimes in variance with tho$^ 
made by your instructors. You can remember 
what views of truth and duty were most fre- 
quently and cogently presented, what passions 
were appealed to, what arguments were em- 
ployed, and which had the greatest infl^uence. 
Perhaps your present idea of the most convinc- 
ing and persuasive mode of instruction may be 
derived from your early experience of the 
manner of those persons with whose opinions 
you felt it the most easy and delightful to har- 
monize, who gave you the most agreeable con- 
sciousness of your faculties expanding to the 
light, like morning flowers, and who, assuming 
the least of dictation, exerted the greatest de- 
gree of power. You can recollect the submis- 
siveness with which your mind yielded to in- 
strlictions as from an oracle, or the hardihood 
with which you dared to examine and oppose 
them. You can remember how far they be- 
came, as to your own conduct, an internal au- 
thority of reason and conscience, when you 
were not under the inspection of those who in- 
culcated them ; and what classes of persons or 
things around you they induced you to dislike 
or approve. And you can perhaps imperfectly 
trace the manner and the particulars in which 
they sometimes aided, or sometimes counter- 
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acted, those other influences which have a firf 
stronger eflScacy on the character than instruc- 
tion can boast. 

Most persons, I presume, can recollect some 
few sentences or conversations which made so 
deep an impression, perhaps in some instances 
they can scarcely tell why, that they have been 
thousands of times recalled, while all the rest 
have been forgotten ; or they can advert to 
some striking incident, coming in aid of instruc- 
tion, or being of itself a forcible instruction, 
which they seem evert now to see as clearly as 
when it happened, and of which they will retain 
a perfect idea to the end of life. The most re- 
markable circumstances of this kind deserve to 
be recorded in the supposed memoirs. In some 
instances, to recollect the^ instcuctions of a for* 
mer period will be to recollect too the excel- 
lence, the aflfection, and the death, of the persons 
who gave them. Amidst the sadness of such a 
remembrance, it will be a consolation that they 
are not entirely lost to us. Wise monitions, 
when they return on us with this melancholy 
charm, have more pathetic cogency than when 
they were first uttered by the voice of a living 
friend. It will be an interesting occupation of 
the pensive hour, to recount the advantages; 
which we have received from beings who have 
left the world, and to reinforce our virtues from 
the dust of those who first taught them. 
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In our review, we shall find that the com-' 
panions of our childhood, aiid of each sucqeecjU 
ing period, have had a great influence on our 
characters. A. creature so conformable as man^ 
and at the same time so capable of being 
moulded into partial dissimilarity by social an^ 
tipathies, cannot have conversed with his fellow 
beings thousands of hours, walked with them 
thousands of miles, undertaken with them ];ium* 
berless enterprizes smaller aud. greater, and had 
every passion by turns awakened in their com- 
pany, without beings immensely' aflFected by all 
this association. A large share indeed of the 
social interest may, have been of so common a 
kind, and with persons, of so compsion an order, 
that the effect. on the character has been too 
little peculiar to be strikingly piBrceptible during 
the progress. We were not sensible of it, till 
we came to some of those circumstances and 
changes in life, which make us aware of the 
state of our minds by the manner in which new 
objects are acceptable or repulsive to them. 
On removing into a new circle of society, for in- 
stance, we could perceive, by the number of 
things in which we found ourselves uncongenial 
with the new acquaintance, the modification 
which our sentiments had received in the prece- 
ding social Intercourse. But in some instances 
we. have been sensible, in a^.very short time, 
of a powerful force operating on our opinions 

c 
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tutes and haUts, and throwing them into a new 
order. This efiect is inevitable, if a young sus« 
^eptible mind happens to become familiarly ac-* 
quainted with a person in whom a strongly in* 
dividual cast of character is sustained and dig- 
nified by uncommon mental resources; audit 
may be found that, generally, the greatest mea- 
i^VLxe of effect has been produced by the in- 
fluence of a very small number of persons ; 
often of one only, whose extended and interest- 
ing mind had more pfiwer to surround and assi-*. 
milate a young ingenuous being, than the col- 
lective influence of a multitude of the persons, 
whose characters were moulded in the manufac- 
tory of custom, and sent forth like images of 
clay of kindred shape and varnish fiom a pot- 
tery. I am supposing, all along, that the per- 
sron who writes memoirs of himself, is conscious 
of something more pecuKar than a mere dull 
resemblance of that orditiary form of character 
for which it would seem hardly worth while to 
have been a man. As to the crowd of those 
who are faithfully stamped, like bank-notes, 
with the same marks, with the difference only 
of being worth more guineas or fewer, they are 
mere particles of a class, mere pieces and bits 
of the great vulgar or the small ; they need not 
write their history, it may be found in the news- 
paper-chronicle, pr the gossip's or the sexton's 
narrative^ 
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It is obvious, in what I have suggested re* 
specting the Fesearch through past life, that alt 
the persons who are recalled to the mind, as 
having had an influeqce on us, must stand be** 
fore it in judgment. It is impossible to examine 
our moral and intellectual growth without form* 
ing an estimate, as we proceed, of those who 
retarded, advanced, or perverted it. Our dear- 
est relatives and friends cannot be exempted. 
There will be occasionally the necessity of 
blaming where we wish to give entire praise ; 
though perhaps some worthy motives and ge- 
nerous feelings may, at the same time, be dis-^ 
covered in the conduct where they had hardly 
been perceived or allowed before. But, at any 
rate, it is important that in no instance the 
judginent be duped into delusive estimates^ 
amidst the examination, and so as to deprave 
the principles^ of the examination, by which we 
mean to bring ourselves to rigorous justice. 
For if any indulgent partiality, or mistaken idea 
of that duty which requires a kind and candid 
feeling to acccunpany the clearest discernment of 
defects, may be permitted to beguile our judg- 
ment out of the decisions of justice in favour 
of others, sel&love, a still more indulgent and 
partial feeling, will not fail to practise the same 
beguilement in favour of ourselves. But in- 
deed it would seem impossible, besides being 
absurd, to apply one set of principles to judge 
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of outselves, and another to judge of those 
with whom we have associated. ' 

Every person of tolerable education has been 
considerably influenced by the books which 
he has read ; and remembers with a kind of 
gratitude several of those that made the earliest 
and the strongest impression. It is pleasing at 
a more advanced period to look again into the 
early favourites ; though the mature person may 
wonder how some of them had once power to 
absorb his passions, make him retire into a 
lonely wood in order to read unmolested, repel 
the approaches of sleep, or infect it, when it 
came, with visions. A capital part of the pro^ 
posed task would be to recollect the books that 
have been read with the greatest interest, the 
periods when they were read, the succession of 
them, the partiahty which any of them inspired 
to a particular mode of life, to a study, to a 
system of opinions, or to a class of human cha- 
racters, and the counteraction of later ones 
(where we have been Sensible of it) to the effect 
produced. by the former; and then, to endeavour 
to estimate the whole and ultimate influence. 

Considering the multitude of facts, senti- 
ment9, and characters, which have been con- 
templated by a person who has read much, the 
effect, one should think, must have been very 
great. Still hqwever it is probable that a very 
small number of books will have the pre-emi- 
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ncnce in out .mental history. Perhaps your 
memory will promptly recur to six or ten that 
have contributed more to your present habits 
pf feeling and thought than all the rest together. 
And here it may be observed, that when a few 
books of the same kind have pleased us empha- 
tically, they too often form an almost exclusive 
taste, which is carried through all future reading, 
and is pleased only with books of that kind. 

It might be supposed that the scenes of 
nature, an amazing assemblage of phaenomena, 
if their effect were not lost through familiarity, 
would have a powerful influence on all openiug 
minds, and transfuse into. the internal economy 
of ideas and sentiment something of a character 
and a colour correspondent to the beauty, 
vicissitude, and grandeur, which continually 
press on the senses. On minds of genius they 
often have this effect; and Beattie's Minstrel 
may be as just as it is a captivating description 
of the feelings of such a mind. But on the 
greatest number this influence operates feebly ; 
you will not see the process in children, nor 
the result in mature persons. The charms of 
nature are objects only of sight and hearing, 
not of sensibility and imagination. And even 
the sight and hearing do not receive impressions 
sufficiently distinct, or forcible for clear recol- 
lection; it is Bot therefore strange that these 
impressions seldom go so much deeper than the 

c 3 
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senses as to awaken pensiveness or enthusiasnif 
and fill the mind with an interior permanent 
scenery of beautiful images at its own com- 
mand. This defect of fancy » and sensibility is 
unfortunate amidst a creation infinitely rich 
with grand and beautiful objects, which, im- 
{)arting something more than images to a mind 
adapted and habituated to converse with nature, 
inspire an exquisite sentiment that seems like 
the emanation of a spirit residing in them. It 
is unfortunate, I have thought within these few 
minutes, while looking out on one of the most 
enchanting nights of the most interesting season 
of the year, and hearing the voices of a company 
of persons, to whom I can perceive that this soft 
and solemn shade over the earth, the calm sky, 
the beautiful stripes of cloud, the stars, and the 
waning moon just risen, are things not in the 
least more interesting than the walls, ceiling, and 
candle-light of a room. I feel no vanity in this in^ 
stance ; for probably several thousand aspects of 
night, not less striking than this, have appeared 
before my eyes and departed, not only without 
awaking emotion, but without attracting notice. 
If minds in general are not made to be 
strongly affected by the phaenomena of the 
earth and heavens, they are however all subject 
to be powerfully infhienced by the appearances 
and character of the Mtteman world. I suppose 
a child in Switzerland, growing up to a man, 
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would have acquired incomparably more of the; 
cast of his mind from the events, manners, an^ 
actions, of the next village, though its inhabit- 
ants w^re but his occasional companions, than 
from all the mountain-scenes, the cataracts, and 
every circumstance of beauty or sublimity in 
nature around him. We are all true to our 
species, and very soon feel its importance to us» 
(though boM^volence be not the basis of thet 
interest,) far beyond the importance .of any 
thing ^t we see besides. You may have 
observed how instantly even children will tura 
their attention away from any of the more ample 
aspects of nature, however rare or striking, if 
human objects present themselves to view in 
any active manner. This ^* leaning to our 
kind" brings each individual not only under 
the influence attending direct ccmipanionshi];! 
with a few, but under the operation of number- 
less influences from all the moral diversities of 
which he is a spectator in the living world, — 9, 
complicated though often insensible tyranny, 
of which every fashioBt ^^Uyi ^nd vice, may 
exercise its part. • 

Some persons, would be .able, in the review 
of life, to recollect very strong and influential 
impressions made, even in almost the first yeani 
of it, by some of the facts which they witnessed 
in surrounding society. Ilao not know whether 
you can ; but at least ^rou can retrace your 

c 4 
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idckt remarkable views of mankind for a consi* 
derable number of years, which have extended 
your attention beyond the confined population 
of a neighbourhood, and have given you such 
access to the wider^ living world, as to enable 
you to form your opinions of it from the actual 
reality, without. the aid of moralists, satirists, 
or writers of novels. And this simple circum- 
stance, that in viewing mankind you have been 
led to the adoption of many of your opinions, 
is one illastratfon of the influence which the 
World has had on you ; it has been so far the 
creator of your mental econoipiy. But the 
operation has not stopped here ; the living 
world win not confine itself to occupying the 
understanding, and yield to be a mere subject 
for judgments to be formed upon ; but all the 
while that its judge is directing upon it the 
Exercise of his understanding, it is re-actively 
throwing on him various moral influences and 
infections. 



LETTER IIL 

* ' '' ' ' 

-p. PERSON capable of being deeply interested, 
and who is accustomed to reflect on his feelings, 
will have* observed in himself this subjection to 
the influences of what has been presented to 
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iiitn in society ; and will acknowledge that in 
one or a few instances they have seemed, at the 
time, of sufficient force ta go far toward new- 
moulding the whole habit of the mind. Recol* 
lect your own experience. After witnessing 
some remarkable transaction, or some new 
and strange department of life and manners, 
or some striking disclosure of character, or 
after listening to some extraordinary con- 
versation, or impressive recital of facts, you 
have been conscious that what you have 
heard or seen has given your .mind some one 
strong determination, of a nature directly 
resulting from the quality of this cause. 
Though the dispositions already existing must 
no . doubt have been prepared to receive the 
operation of this new cause in one certain 
manner, (since every one would not have been 
affected in the same manner,) yet the feelings 
have been thrown into an order so different, 
that you seemed to have acquired a new moral 
being. The difference has been not merely in 
their temporary energy, but also in their direc* 
tion. In the state thus suddenly formed, some 
of the dispositions of which you had been 
conscious before, seemed to be lost, while 
others that previously had little strength, were 
grown into an imperious prevalence ; or even 
a new one appeared to have been originated ♦. 

* So great an effect however as this is perhaps rarely ex- 
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While this state continues, a man is another 
. character ; and if the moral tendency thus ex* 
cited or created could be prolonged through 
the sequel of his life, the difference might be 
such, that it would be by means only of his 
person that he would be recognised fcv the 
3ame, while an observer who should not know 
the cause, would be perplexed and surprised 
at the change* Now this permanence of the 
•ew moral direction might be effected, if the 
impression which causes it were so intensely 
powerful as to haunt him ever after ; or if he 
were subjected to alongsuccession of impressions 
of the same tendency, without any opposite ot 
strongly different ones intervening to break the 
process. 

. You have witnessed perhaps a scene of 
injustice and oppression, and have retired with 
an indignation which has tempted you to 
imprecate vengeance. Now supposing that the 
hateful image of this scene were to be revived 
in your mind for a long time, as often as any 
iniquitous circumstance in society presents 
itself to your notice, and, that you had an entire 
persuasion that your feeling was the pure in- 
dignation of virtue; or, supposing that you 
were repeatedly to witness similar instances, 
without your emotion becoming languid by 

fenenccd from even the most powerful causes^ except la 
earty hie. 
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(amiliarity with them, the consequence might 
be that you would acquire the spirit of Draco 
or Minos. 

It is easy to imagine the impression of a few 
atrocious facts on a mind of ardent passions 
converting a humane horror of cruelty into the 
vindictive fanaticism of Montbar the Buccar 
neer* ; and I have known instances of a similar 
cffcQt, in a fainter degree. A person of gentler 
sensibility, by accidentally witnessing a scene 
of distress of which none of ^ the circumstances 
caused disgust toward the sufferers, or indigna- 
tion against others as the cause of the sorrow, 
having once tasted the pleasure of soothing 
woes which perhaps death alone can remove, 
might be led to seek other instances of distress, 
acquire both an aptitude and a partiality for the 
friendly ofl^ce, and become a pensive philanthro^ 
pist. The strong disgust, excited by some 
extravagance of ostentatious wealth, or some 
excess of dissipated frivolity, and awaked again 
at every succeeding and inferior instance of the 
same kind, with a much stronger aversion than 
would have been excited in these inferior in- 
stances, if the disgusted feeling did not run into 
the vestiges of the first indelible impression, 
may produce a cynic or a miser, a recluse or a 
philosopher. Numberless other illustrations 
might be brought to shew how much the 

* See AbW Ravnars History of the Indies. 
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characters of human beings, entering on life 
tvith such unwarned carelessness of heart, are 
at the mercy of the incalculable influences 
which may strike them from any point of the 
Surrounding world. 

It 13 true that^ notwithstanding so many in- 
fluences are acting on men, and some of them 
Apparently of a kind and of a force to produce 
in their subjects a striking peculiarity,, com- 
paratively few characters strongly marked from 
. all around them are found to arise. In looking 
on a large company of persons whose dis- 
positions and pursuits are substantially alike, 
we cannot doubt that several of them have 
met with circumstances, of which the natural 
tendency must have been to give them a deter- 
mination of mind extremely dissimilar to the . 
character of those whom they now so much 
resemble. And why does the influence of such 
circumstances foil to produce such a result? 
Partlv, because the influenceis that are of a 
more peculiar and specific operation are over- 
borne and lost in that wide general influence 
which accumulates and conforms each indi- 
vidual to the crowd ; and partly because, even 
were there no such general influence^ to steal 
away the impressions of a more peculiar 
tendency, few minds are of so fixed and faithful 
a consistence as to retain, in continued efficacy, 
impressions of a kind which the common course 
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of life is not adapted to reinforce^ nor prevailing 
example to confirm. The mind of the greater 
proportion of human beings, if attempted to be 
wrought into any boldly specific form, proves 
like a half-fluid substance, in which angles, 
or circles, or any other figures, may be cut, but 
which recovers, while you are looking, its for* 
mer state, and closes them up ; or like a quan* 
tity of dust, which may be raised into momen-r 
tary reluctant shapes, but which is relapsing even 
amidst the operation towards its undefined mass. 
But if characters marked with strong indivi- 
dual peculiarity are somewhat rare, such as bear 
some considerably prominent generic distinc* 
tion are very numerous ; the decidedly avarici- 
ous, for instance, the devoted slaves of fashion, 
and the eager aspirers to power, in however con- 
fined a sphere, the little Alexanders of a mole- 
hill, quite as ambitious, in their way, as the 
great Alexander of a world. It is observable 
here how much more obviously the imworthy 
distinptions of human character are presented 
to the thoughts than those of contrary quality. 
And it is a melancholy illustration of the final 
basis of character, that is, human nature itself, 
that both the distinctions which designate a bad 
class, and those which CQUSiitute a bad indivi- 
dual peculiarity, are attained with far the great- 
est frequency and facility. While however I 
have the most entire conviction of this mighty 
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inclination to evil, which is the grand cause 
of all the diversified forms of evil, and while, at 
the same time, I cannot divest myself of the 
vulgar belief of a great native difference between 
different men, in the original modification of 
those principles which are to be unfolded by 
the progress of time into intellectual powers and 
moral dispositions ; I y^t cannot but perceive 
that the immediate causes of the greater portion 
of the prominent ctctual character of human 
beings are to be found in those moral elements 
through which they pass. And if one might be 
pardoned for putting in words so fanciful ah 
idea as that of its being possible for a man to 
live back again to his infancy, through all the 
scenes of his life, and to give back from his 
mind and character, at each time and circum'* 
stance, as he repassed it, exactly (hat which hb 
took frpm it, when he was there before, it would 
be most curious to see the fragments and exuvik 
of the moral man, lying here and there along 
the retrograde path, and to find what he was in 
the beginning of this train of modifications and 
acquisitions. Nor can it be doubted that any 
man, though his original tendencies (which 
possibly have been brought under a series of 
events calculated to favour their. developement) 
were ever so defined, might, by being led 
through a different train, opposite to those na« 
kive tendencies, have been now an extremely 
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different man from what he is, even the measum 
of his intellectual cultivation being the same. 

Here a person even of your age might pause^ 
and look back with great interest on die world 
of circumstances through which life has been 
drawn. Consider what thousands of situations, 
appearances, incidents, persons, you have been 
present to, each in its moment. The review 
will present to you something like a chaos, 
with all the moral, and all other elements, con- 
founded together ; and you may reflect till you 
begin almdst to wonder how an individual re- 
tains even the same essence through all the di- 
versities, vicissitudes, and counteractions of in- 
fluence, that operate on it during it9 progress 
through the confusion. But though its essence 
is the same, and might defy an universe to ex- 
tinguish, absorb, or change it ; its modification, 
its condition, and habits, will shew where it has 
been, and what it has undergone. You may 
descry on it the marks and colours of many 
of the things by which, in passing, it has been 
touched or arrested. 

Consider the number of meetings with ac- 
quaintance, friends, or strangers; the number of 
conversations you have held or heard; the num- 
ber of exhibitions of good or evil, virtue or vice; 
the number of occasions on which you have been 
disgusted or pleased, moved to admiration or to 
abhorrence ; the number of times that you have 
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contemplated the town, the rural cottage, or 
verdant fields ; the number of volumes that you 
have read ; the times that you. have looked 
over the present state of the world, or gone by 
means of history into past ages ; the number of 
comparisons of yourself with other persons, 
alive or dead, and comparisons of them with 
one another ; the number of solitary musings, 
of solentin contemplations of night, of the sue* 
cessive subjects of thought, and of animated 
sentiments thatj have been kindled and. extin-- 
guished. Add all the. hours and causes of sor- 
row that you have known. Through this 
lengthened, and, if the number could be told, 
stupendous multiplicity of things, you have ad* 
vanced, while all their heterogeneous myriads 
have darted influences upon you, each one of 
them having some definable tendency. A tra- 
veller round the globe would not meet a greater 
variety of seasons, prospects, and winds, than 
you might have recorded of the circumstances 
affecting the progress of your character, in your 
moral journey. You could not wish to have 
drawn to yourself the agency of a vaster diver- 
sity of causes; you could not wish, on the sup- 
position that you had gained advantage from all 
th^se, to wear the spoils of a greater number of 
regions. The formation of the character from 
80 many materials reminds one. of that mighty 
appropriating attraction, which, on the hypo- 
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^esis thai: the resurrectibn should re*assemble 
the same particles which composed the body 
before, must draw them from dust, and tree's, 
and animals, from ocean, and winds. 

It would scarcely, be expected that a being 
which should be conducted through such anar- 
chy of discipline, in which the endless crowd 
of influential powers seem waiting, eaeh to take 
away what the last had given, should be per- 
mitted to acquire, or to retain, any settled form 
of qualities at all. The more probable r^ult 
Would be, either several qualities disagreeing 
with one another, or a blank neutrality.- And ia. 
fact, a great number of nearly suqh neutralities 
are found every where; persoiis who, unless their 
sharing of the general properties ($f human na» 
ture, a little modified by the insignificant dis- 
tinction of some large class, can be called cha-; 
racter, have no character. It is therefore some- 
what strange, if you and if other individuals 
have come forth with moral features of a 
strongly marked and consistently combined^cast, 
from the infinity of miscellaneous impressions. 
If the process has been so complex, how comes 
the result to be so simple ? How has it happened 
that the collective effect ot these numerous and 
jarring operations on your mind, is that which 
only a few of these operations would ,have 
seemed adapted to produce, and quite different 
from that which many others of them would ria- 
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turally have produced, and da actoalty produce 
in many other persons ? Here you Will perceive 
that some one capital determinaticm must long 
since have been by some means established in 
your mind, and that, during your progress, thb 
grand determination has kept you susceptible 
of the eflPect of some influences, aod fortified 
against many others. Now what was the pre* 
varling determination, whence did it come, how 
did it acquire its power > Was it an original 
tendency and msuppressible impulse of your 
nature ; or the result of your earliest impres- 
sions ; €^ of some one class of impressions re* 
peated oftener than any other ; or of one single 
impression of extrema force ? What was it, and 
•whence did it come ? This is the great secret in 
♦he history of character; for, it is scarcely neces- 
sary to observe, that as soon as the mind is under 
the power of a predominant tendency, the diffi- 
culty of growing into the maturity of that fwm 
ei character which this tendency promotes or 
creates, is substantially oven Because, when a 
determinhsg principle is become predominant^ 
it not only produces a partial insensibility to al( 
impressions that would counteract it, but also 
continually augments its own ascendency, by 
means of a faculty or fatality of finding out 
every thing, and attracting and meeting every 
impression, that is adapted to coalesce with it 
sind strengthen it ; like the instinct of animalf^ 
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•\rhich instantly sdects from the greatest variety 
bf substances those which are fit for their nutri«» 
ment. Let a man have some leading and de« 
cided propensity, and it will be Surprising to 
see how many more things he will find, and how 
many more events will happen, than any one 
could have imagined, of a nature to reinforce 
it. And sometimes even circumstances which 
seemed of an entirely counteractive order, are 
strangely seduced by this predominant princi« 
pie into an operation that confirms it ; just in 
the same manner as polemics most self-compla« 
cently avow their opinions to be more firmly 
established by all that the opponent has ob<* 
jected. 

It would be easy to enlarge without end on 
the influences of the surrounding world in 
forming the character of each individual ; and 
lio one would deny that to a considerable ex- 
tent such a representation is tnie* But yet a 
man may be unwilling to allow that he hasi 
been quite so servilely passive as he would pro- 
1)ably find that he has been, if it were possible 
for him to make a complete examination. He 
Aiay be disposed to think that his reason has 
been an independent power, has kept a strict 
Watch and passed a right judgment on his mo- 
ral progress, has met the circumstances of the 
external world on terms of examination aod au« 
thority, and h;^ permitted only such impres- ^ 
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$ipfls to be received, ox at, least only such con- 
sequences to follow from them, as it wisely ap- 
proved. But I would tell him that he has been 
a very extraordinary man, if the greater part of 
his time has not been spent entirely without a 
•thought of reflecting what impjessions were 
made on him, and what was their tendency; 
and even without a consciousness that the ef- 
fect of any impressions was of importance to 
his moral . habits. He may be assured that he 
has been subjected to many gentle gradual pro- 
cesses, and has met many critical occasions, on 
which, and on the consequences of which, he 
formed no opinions. And again, it is unfortu- 
nately true, that even should attention be 
awaked, and opinions be formed, the faculty 
which forms them is very servile to the other 
parts of the human constitution. If it could 
be extrinsic to the man, a kind of domestic Py- 
thia, or an attendant genius, like the demon of 
Socrates, it might then be a dignified regulator 
of the influences which are acting on his cha- 
racter, to decide what should not affect him, 
what should affect hin^, and in what man- 
ner; Ihp^gh even then, its disapproving dictates 
would often be inefficacious against the power- 
ful impressions which create an impulse in the 
mind, and the repetition of them which con- 
firms that impulse into a habit. But the case 
is, that this faculty, though mocked with im*^ 
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perial names, being condemned to dwell in the 
mind in the company of far more active powers 
than itself and earlier exercised, becomes hum** 
bly obsequious to them* The passions easily 
beguile this majestic reason into neglect, oir 
bribe it into acquiescence, or repress it ii)to si- 
lence, while they receive the impressions, and 
while they acquire from those impressions that 
determinate direction which will constitute the 
character. If, after thus much is done during the 
weakness, or without the notice, or without the 
leave, or under the connivance or corruption, of 
the judgment, it be called upon to perform its 
part, it must act under the full established in- 
fluence of those very impressions of which its ' 
office was to have previously decided whether 
they should not be strenuously repelled. Thus 
its opinions will unconsciously be perverted ; 
like the answers of the ancient oracles, dictated 
to the imaginary god by beings of a very terres- 
trial sort, though the sly intervention could not 
be perceived. It is quite a vulgar observation ' 
in what a wonderfully favourable manner each 
man ^sincerely thinks of the principal features of 
his own character, though you laugh at the gra- 
vity of his persuasion that his tastes, preferences, 
and qualities, have on the whole grown up un- 
der the sacred and faithful guardianship of judg- 
ment, while in fact his judgment has accepted 
every bribe that has been offered to betray him. 

D 3 
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LETTER IV, 

You will agree with me, I believe, that ip a 
comprehensive view of the influences which 
have formed, and are forming, the characters of 
men) we shall find, religion excepted, but little 
cause to felicitate our species. Make the sup- 
position that any given number of persons, a 
hundred for instance, taken promiscuously, 
should be able to write memoirs of themselves 
80 clear and perfect as to explain, to your dis- 
cernment at least, if not to their own conscious- 
ness, the entire process by whi(^h their minda 
have attained their present state, recounting all 
the most impressive circumstances. If they 
should read these memoirs to you in succession, 
while your benevolence, and the moral princi- 
ples according to which you felt and estimated, 
\Yere kept at the highest pitch, you would often 
during the disclosure regret to observe how 
many things may be the causes of irretrievable 
mischief. Why is the path of life, you would 
say, so haunted as if with evil spirits of every 
diversity of noxious agency, some of which 
may patiently accompany, or others of which 
may suddenly cross, the unfortunate wanderer ? 
And you would regret to observe into how 
many forms of intellectual and moral perversion 
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the batnan mind readily yields itself to file mo« 
difiied. * 

As one of the number concluded the acount 
of himself, you might be impelled to say, I 
compassionate you ; I perceive the process iin« 
der which you have become a misanthropist. 
If your juvenile ingenuous ardour had not been 
chilled on y«ur entrance into society, where 
your most favourite sentiments were not at all 
comprehended by some, and by others deemed^ 
wise and proper enough — perhaps for the peo* 
pie of the millennium ; if you Jiad not felt the 
mortification of relatives being uncongenial, of 
persons whom you were smxious to render hap* 
py being indifferent to your kindness, or of ap* 
peient friendships proving treacherous or transit 
tory ; if you had not met with such striking in- 
stances of hopeless stupidity in the vulgar, or 
of vain self-importance in the learned, or of the* 
coarse or supercilious arrogance of the persons 
whose manners were always regulated by the 
consideration of the number of guineas by 
which they were better than you ; if your mor- 
tijScations had not given you a keen faculty of 
perceiving the all-pervading selfishness of man- 
kind, while, in addition, you had perhaps a pe»* 
culiar opportunity to observe the apparatus of 
systematic villainy by which combinations of 
men are able to arm their selfishness to oppress 
or ravage the world — ^you might even now per- 

D 4 
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haps l^v^ been the persuasire instructor (^ 
beings, concerning whom you are wondering 
why they should have been made in the form 
of rationals; you might have conciliated to 
yourself and to goodness, where you repel and 
are repelled ; you might have been the apostle 
and pattern of benevolence, instead of the grim 
solitaire. Yet not that the worii should bear 
all the blame. Frail and changeable in virtue, 
you rn^ht perhaps have been good under a 
series of auspicious circumstances ; but the 
glory had been to be victoriously good against 
malignant ones. Moses lost none of his ge* 
nerous concern for a people, on whom you 
would have invoked the waters of Noah or 
the fires of Sodom to return; and that .Greater 
than Moses, who endured from men such a 
matchless excess of injustice, while for their 
sake alone he sojourned and suiffered on earth, 
was not alienated to live a misanthropist, nor 
to die one. 

A second sketch might exhibit external cir- 
cumstances not producing any effect more 
serious than an intellectual stagnation. When 
it was concluded, you might be tempted to sayi 
If I did not know that mental freedom is a dan* 
gerous thing in situations where the possessor 
would feel it a singular attainment; and if I 
did not prefer even the quiescence of unex- 
amining belief, where the effects, ar^ pure, to 
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the indifference' or scepticism which feels no 
Bssurance or no importance in any belief, or 
to the weak presumption that darts into the 
newest and most daring opinions as therefore 
true — I should deplore that your life was 
destined to preserve its Sjedate course so en- 
tirely unanimated by the intellectual novelties 
of the age, the agitations of ever- moving opinion ; 
and under the habitual and exclusive influence 
of one individual, worthy perhaps, and* in a 
certain degree sensible, but of unenlarged views, 
whom you have been taught and accustomed 
to regard as the comprehensive repository of all 
the truth requisite for you to know,' and from 
whom you have derived, as some of your chief 
acquisitions, an assurance of the labour of 
inquiry being needless, and a superstitious 
horror of innovation, without even knowing 
what points are threatened by it. 

At the end of another* $ disclosure, you would 
say, How unfortunate that you could not 
believe there might be respectable and valuable 
men, that were not born to be wits or poets. 
And how imfortimate weje those first evenings 
that you were privileged to listen to a company 
of men, who could ^ay more fine things in an 
hour than their bjographers will be able, with- 
out a little panegyric fiction, to record them 
to have done in the whole space of life. It 
was then you discovered that you too were of 



Digitized by 



Google 



42 OK A man's writinct 

the progeny of AjpoUo, and that you had be^m 
iniquitously transferred at your nativity into 
the hands of ignorant foster-parents^ who had 
endeavoured to degrade and confine you to 
t;he sphere of regular employments and sober 
satisfactions. But you would " tower up to the 
Region of your sire." You saw what wonder- 
ful things might be said on all subjects ; you 
found it not so very difficult to say different 
things from other people ; and every thing that 
was not common dulness, was therefore points 
ed, every thing that was not vulgar sense, was 
therefore sublime. You adbpted a certain 
vastitude of phrase, mistaking extravagance oC 
expression for greatness of thought. You set 
yourself to dogmatize on books, and the 
abilities of men, but , especially on their preju- 
dices ; and perhaps to demolish, with the air 
of an exploit, some of the trite observations 
and maxims .current in society. You awakened 
and surprised your imagination by imposing oa 
it a strange new tax of colours and metaphors ; 
a tax reluctantly and uncouthly paid, but per- 
haps in some one instance so luckily, as to g^n 
the. applause of these gifted (if they were not 
merely eccentric) men. This was to you the 
proof and recognition of fraternity; and it has 
since been the chief question that has interested 
you with each acquaintance and in each com- 
pany, whether they too could perceive what 
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you were so happy to have discovered, yet so 
anxious that the acknowledgment of others 
should confirm ; your own persuasipn however 
became as pertinacious as ivy climbing a wall. 
Jt was almost of course to attend to necessary 
pursuits with reluctant irregularity, though 
suffering by the consequences of neglecting 
them, and to feel indignant that genius should 
be reproached for the disregard of these ordi- 
nary duties to which it ought never to have 
been subjected. 

• During a projector's story of life and misfor* 
tunes, you miglit regret that he should ever 
have heard of Harrison's time-piece, the per- 
petual motion, or the Greek fire. 

After an antiquarian's history, you might be 
allowed to congratulate yourself on not having 
fallen under the spell which confines a human 
soul to inhabit, like a spider in one of the 
corners, a dusty room consecrated with religious 
^emnity to old coins, rusty knives, illuminat- 
ed mass-books, swords and spurs of forgotten 
kings, and slippers of their queens, with perhaps 
a Roman helmet, the acquisition of which was 
the first cause of the collection and of the 
passion, elevated imperially over the relics of 
kings and queens and the whole museum, as 
the eagle once waved over kingdoms and the 
world. And you might be inclined to say, I 
wish that helmet had been a pan for charcoal 
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or cinders, or had been put on the head of one 
of the quiet equestrian warriors in the Tower, 
or had aided the hauntings and rattlings of the 
ghost of Sir Godfrey in the baron's castle where 
he was murdered, or had been worn by Don 
Quixote instead of the barber's bason, or had 
been the cauldron of ' Macbeth's witches, or 
had been in any other shape place or use, 
rather than dug up an antiquity in a luckless 
hoiir in a bank near your garden. 

I compassionate you, would, in a very be- 
nevolent hour,' be again your language to the 
wealthy unfeeling tyrant of a family and a 
neighbourhood^ who seeks, in the overawed 
timidity and unretaliated injuries of the unfor- 
tunate beings within his power, the gratification 
that should have been sought in their affections. 
Unless you had brought into the world some 
extraordinary refractoriness to the influence of 
evil, the process that you have undergone 
could not easily fail of being eflScacious. If 
j^our parents idolized their own importance in 
their son so much that they never opposed 
your inclinations themselves, nor permitted it 
to be done by any subject to their authority ; 
if the humble companion, sometimes sum- 
moned to the honour of amusing you, bore 
your caprices and insolence with the meekness 
without which he had lost his enviable privilege; 
if you could despoil the garden of some harm<» 
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less dependent neighbour of the carefully 
reared flowers, and torment his little dog or 
cat, without his daring to punish yc^i or to 
appeal to your infatuated parents ; if aged men 
addressed you in a submissive tone, and with 
the appellation of " Sir,^' and their aged wives 
uJttered their wonder at your condescension, 
and pushed their grandchildren away from 
around the fire for your sake, if you happened, 
though with the strut of pertness, and your 
hat on> your head, to enter one of their cottages, 
perhaps to express your contempt of the homely 
dwelling, furniture, and fare; if, in maturet 
life, you associated with vile persons who 
would forego, the contest of equality, to be 
your allies in trampling on inferiors ; and if, 
both then and since, you have been suffered 
to deem your wealth the compendium or 
equivalent of every ability and every good 
(Quality— it would indeed be immensely strange, 
if you had not become, in due time, the mis- 
creant, who may thank the power of the laws 
in civilized society, that he is not assaulted with 
clubs and stones ; to whom one could cordially 
wish the opportunity and the consequences of 
attempting his tyranny among some such people 
as those submissive sons of nature in the forests^ 
of North America ; and whose dependents and 
domestic relatives may be almost forgiven when 
they «hall one day rejoice at his funeral 
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LETTER V. 

I WILL imagine only one case more, on which 
you would emphatically express your compas- 
sion^ though for one of the most daring beingi 
in the creation, a dontemner of God, who 
explodes his laws by denying his existence. 

If you were so unacquainted with mankindj 
that this character might be announced to yoti 
as a rare or singular phaenomenon, your con- 
jectures, till you saw and heard the man, at th6 
nature and the extent of the discipline through 
which he must have advanced, would be led 
toward something extraordinary. And you might 
think that the term of that discipline must hav^ 
been very long ; since a quick train of impres- 
sions, a short series of mental gi'adations, within 
the little space of a few months and years, would 
not\ seem enough to have n^atured such an aw- 
ful heroism. Surely the creature that thus lifts 
his voice, and deifies ^W invisible power within 
the possibilities of infinity, challenging whatever 
unknown being may hear him, and may appro- 
priate that title of Almighty which is pronounc- 
ed in scorn, to evince his existence, if he will, 
by his vengeance, was not as yesterday a little* 
child, that would tremble and cry at the ap- 
proach of a diminutive reptile. 
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6ut indeed it is heroism no longer, if he 
knows that there is no God. The wonder then 
turns on the great process, by which a man 
tould grow to the immense intelligence that 
can know that there is no God. What ages 
and what lights are requisite for this attain- 
ment ! This intelligence involves the very attri- 
butes of Divinity, while a God is denied. For 
unless this man is omnipresent, unless he is at 
this moment in every place in the universe, he 
cannot know but there may be in some place 
manifestations of a Deity by which even h^ 
would be overpowered. If he does not know 
absolutely every agent in the universe, the one 
that he does not know may be God. If he is 
not himself the chief agent in the universe, and 
does not know what is so, that which is so may 
be God. If he is not in absolute possession of 
all the propositions that constitute universal 
truth, the one which he wants may be, that 
there is a God. If he cannot with certainty as* 
sign the cause of all that he perceives to exist, 
that cause may be la God. If he does not 
know every thing that has been done in the 
immeasurable ages that are past, some things 
may have been done by a God. Thus, unless 
he knows all things, that is, precludes another 
Deity by being one himself, he cannot know 
that the Being whose existence he rejects, does 
not exist. But he must know that he does hot 
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exist, else he deserves equal contempt and 
compassion for the temerity with which he. 
firmly , avows his rejection and acts accordingly. 
And yet a man of ordinary age and intelligence 
may present himself to you with the avowal of 
being thus distinguished from the crowd; and if 
he would describe the manner in which he has 
attained this eminence, you would feel a melan- 
choly interest in contemplating that process of 
which the result is so portentous. 

If you did not know that there 4are more 
than a few such examples, you would say, ia 
viewing this result, I should hope this is the 
consequence of some malignant intervention so 
occasional that ages may pass away before it re-» 
turn among men ; some peculiar conjunction of 
disastrous influences must have lighted on your 
selected soul ; you have been struck by that en- 
ergy of evil which acted upon the spirits of 
Pharaoh and Epiphanes. Ijut give your own 
description of what you have met with in a 
world which has been deemed to present in 
every part the indications of a Deity. Tell oF 
the mysterious voices which have spoken to 
you from the deeps pf the creation, falsifying 
the expressions marked on its face. Tell of 
the new ideas which, like meteors passing over 
the solitary wanderef , gave you the first glimpses 
of truth while benighted in the common belief 
of the divine existence. Describe the whole 
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train of causes that have operated to create and 
consolidate that state of mind, which you carry 
forward to the great experiment of futurity un- 
der a different kind of hazard from all other 
classes of men. 

It would be found however that those cir** 
cumstances, by which even a mail who bad 
been presented from his infancy with the ideas 
of religion, could be elated into a contempt of 
its great object, were far from being extraor- 
dinary. They might have been met by any 
man, whose mind had been cultivated and exer- 
cised enough to feel interested about holding 
any system of opinions at all, whose pride had 
been gratified in the consciousness of having 
the liberty of selecting and changing opinions, 
and whose habitual assent to the principles of 
religion had neither the firmness resulting from 
decisive arguments, nor the warmth of pious* 
affection.* Such a person had only, in the 

* It wrll be obvious that I am describing the progress of 
«lle 6£ the humbler order of aliens frpm all religion^ and not ' 
that by which the great philosophic leaders have ascended the 
dreary eminence, where they look with so much complacency 
up to a Tacant heaven, and down to the gulph of annihilation. 
Their progr^s undoubtedly is much more systematic and deli- 
berate, and accompanied often by a laborious speculation, which, 
though in ever so perverted a train, \he mind is easily persuad- 
ed to identify, because it is laborious, with the search after 
truth and the love of it. While however it is In a perse- 
vering train of thought^ and not by the hasty movements of a 



Digitized 



by Google 



00 ON A MAN^« WRITING 

firnt pkce^ to come into intimate acquaintimc0 
with a man, who had the art of alluding to a 
sacred suhject in a manner which, without ap«« 
pearing like intentional contempt, divested it 
of its solemnity; and who had possessed himself 
oi^fem acute observations or plausible maxims, 
not explicitly hostile to revealed religion, but 
which, when opportunely brought into view in 
connexion with some points of it, tended to 

more rnlgar nrind^ that they pursue their deviation from soa^ 
of the principles of religion into a final abandonment of it all, 
they probably are very greatly mistaken^ if they assure them* 
selves that the moral causes which contribute to guide and 
animate their progress are all of a sublime order ^ and if they 
could be folly revealed to their own view, they might perhaps 
be severely mortified to find what vulgar motives, while the|r 
were despising vulgar meu^ have ruled their intellectual 
career. Pride, which idolizes self, which revolts at every 
thing that cqmes in the form of dictates, and exults to find 
that there is a possibility of controverting whether any dic- 
tates come from a greater than mortal source 5 repugnance as 
well to the severe and sublime morality of the laws reputed 
ef divine appointment, as to the feeling of accountableness to 
an all-powerful Authority that will not leave moral laws ti^ 
be enforced solely by their own^ sanctions ; contempt of in- 
ferior men ; the attraction of a few brilliant examples ; the 
fashion of a class ; the ambition of shewing what ability can 
do, and what courage can dare — ^if such things as these, 
after all, have excited and directed the eftbrts of a philosophic 
spirit^ the unbelieving philosopher must be content to ac« 
knowledge plenty of companions and rivals among little men, 
who are quite as capable of being actuated by these elevated 
principltt at himself. 
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tbrow a slight degree of doubt on their truth 
and authority. Especially if either or both of 
these men had any decided moral tendencies 
and pursuits of a kind which Christianity con- 
demned, the friend of intellectual and moral 
freedom was assiduous to insinuate, that, ac- 
cording to the principles of reason and nature 
at least, it would be difficult to prove the wis- 
dom or the necessity of some of those dictates 
pf religion, which must however, he admitted, 
be revered because divine. Let the mind have 
once acquired a feeling as if the sacred system 
might in some points be invalidated, the invo- 
luntary inference would be rapidly extended to 
other parts, and to the whole. Nor was it long 
probably before this new instructor plainly 
avowed his own entire emancipation from a po- 
pular prejudice, to which he was kindly sorry 
to find a sensible young man still in captivity, 
^ut he had no doubt that the deductions of en- 
lightened reason would successfully appeal to 
iBvery liberal mind. And accordingly, after 
perhaps a iesf months of frequent intercourse, 
IHrith the addition of two or three books, and the 
obvious aid of all the recollected vices of pre** 
itended christians and pretended christian 
churches, the whole venerable magnificence of 
Revelation was annihilated. Its illuminations 
respecting the Divinity, its miracles, its Messiah, 
jt9 authority of moral legislation, its regions of 
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immortality and retribution, the sublime virtues 
and devotion of its prophets, apostles, and martyrs, 
together with the reasonings of so many accom- 
plished advocates, and the credibility of history 
itself, were vanished all away; while the convert, 
exulting in his disenchantment, felt a strange 
pleasure to behold nothing but a dreary train of 
impostures iand Credulity stretching over those 
past ages which lately were gilded with so di- 
vine a vision, and the thickest Egyptian shades 
fallen on that total vast futurity which the 
spirit of inspiration had partially and very 
solemnly illuminated. 

Nothing tempts the mind so powerfully on, as 
to have successfully begun to demolish what 
has been deemed to be most sacred. The 
soldiers of Caesar probably had never felt them-* 
selves so brave, as after they had cut down the 
Massilian grove ; nor the Philistines, as when 
the ark of the God qf Israel was among their 
spoils : the mind is proud of its triumphs in pro- 
portion to the reputed greatness of what it has 
overcome. And many examples would seem 
to inidicate that the first proud triumphs. over 
religious faith involve some fatality of advanc- 
ing, however formidable the mass of arguments 
which may obstruct the progress, to further 
victories. But perhaps the intellectual diflScul- 
ty of the progress might be less than a zealous 
believer would be apt to imagine. As the ideas 
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which give the greatest distinctness to our 
conception of x Divine Being are imparted by 
revelation, and rest on its authority^ the rejec- 
tion of that revelation would in a great measure 
banish those ideas, and destroy that distinctness. 
We have but to advert to pure heathenism, to 
perceive M^hat a faint conception of this Being 
pould be formed by the strongest intellect in 
the absence of revelation ; and after the rejection 
of it, the mind would naturally be carried very 
far back toward that darkness, so that some of 
the attributes of the Deity would immediately 
become, as they were with the heathens, sub- 
jects of doubtful conjecture and hopeless specu- 
lation. But from this state of thought it is per- 
haps no vast transition to that, in which his 
being also shall begin to appear a subject of 
doubt; since the reality of a being is with 
difficulty apprehended, in proportion as its at- 
tributes are undefinable. And when the mind is 
brought into doubt, we know it easily advances 
to disbelief, if to the smallest plausibility of ar- 
guments be added any powerful moral cause for 
wishing such a conclusion. In the present 
case, there might be a very powerful cause, be- 
sides that pride of victory which I have just no- 
ticed. The progress in guilt which generally 
follows a rejection of revelation, makes it still 
more and more desirable that no object should 
remain to be feared. It was not strange there- 
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fore if this man read with avidity, or evtti 
strange if he read with Something which hisf 
wishes completed into conviction, a few of thei 
writers, who have iattempted the last achieve* 
ment of presumptuous man. After inspecting 
these pages awhile, he raised his eyes, and the 
Great Spirit was gone. Mighty transformation 
of all things ! The luminaries of heaven no 
longer shone with his splendour ; the adorned 
cartli no longer looked fair with his beauty ; thd 
darkness of night had ceased to be rendered 
solemn by his majesty ; life and thought were 
hot an effect of hi6 all-pervading energy; it was 
hot his providence that Supported an infinite 
charge of dependent beings ; his empire of jus- 
tice no longer spread over the universe; nor had 
even that universe sprung from his all-creating 
power. Yet when you saw the intellectual 
course brought to this signal conclusion, though 
aware of the force of each preceding and predis^ 
posing circumstance, you might nevertheless b* 
somewhat struck with the suddenness of the 
final decision, and might be curious to kno^ 
what kind of argument and eloquence could stt 
quickly finish the work. You would examine 
those pages with the expectation probably of 
something more powerful than subtlety at- 
tenuated into inanity, and, in that invisible and 
impalpable state, joaistaken by the writer, and 
willingly admitted by the perverted reader, for 
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profandtty of reasoning ; tban attempts to de*' 
0troy the certarnty, or preclude the application^ 
of some of those great familiar principles whid> 
must be taken as the basis of human reasonings 
or it can have no basis; than supposition^ 
which attribute the order of the universe to 
9iich causes as it would be felt ridiculous to 
pronounce adequate to produce the most trifling: 
piece of mechanism ; than mystical jargon 
which^ under the name of nature^ alternately 
exalts almost into the properties of a god, and 
reduces far below those of a man, some imagi« 
nary and undefinable agent or agency, which 
performs the most amazing worjks without 
power, and displays the most amazilig wisdom 
without intelligence ; than a zealous preference 
of that part of every great dilemma which 
cnerely confounds and sinks the mind, to that 
.which elevates while it overwhelms it ; than a 
constant endeavour to degrade as £ir as possible 
every thing that is sublime in our speculations 
and feelings; or than monstrous parallels be« 
tween religion and mythology. You would be 
still n^r^ unprepared to expect on so solemn a 
subject the occasional wit, or affectation of wit, 
which would seem rather prematurely expressive 
of exultation that the grand Foe is retiring. 

A feeling of complete certainty would hardly 
be thus rapidly attained ; but a slight degree of re- 
in^ ning doubt, and of consequent apprehension, 
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wouM not prevent this disciple of darkness &on 
accepting the invitation to pledge himself to the 
cause in some associated bknd, where profan^ess 
and vice would consolidate impious opinions 
without the aid of augmented conviction, and 
where the fraternity, having been elated by thespi- 
rit of social daring to say. What is the Almighty 
that we should serve him ? the individuals might 
acquire each a firmer boldness to exclaim, Who 
is the Lord that / should obey his voice ? Thus 
^asy it is, my friend, for a man to meet that 
train of influences which may seduce him to 
live an infi\iel, though it may betray him to die 
a terrified believer ; that train of which the infa* 
tuation^ whiUfe it promises him the impunity of 
non-existenc& and degrades him to desire it, 
impels him to fill up the measure of his ini^* 
quity, till the divine wrath come upon him to 
the uttermost. 

/ 

LETTER VL 

In recounting so many influences that operate 
on man, it is grievous to observe that the in«» 
comparably noblest of all, religion, is counter* 
acted with a fatal success by a perpetual con* 
spiracy of almost all the rest, aided by the in- 
trinsic predisposition of our nature, which yields 
itself with such consenting facility to every im« 
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pression tending to estiange it atiU fuMher frofa 
God, 

It is a cause for wonder and sorrow, to «ee 
millions of rational creatures growing into their 
permanent habits, under the conforming efficacy 
of every thing which they ought to resist, and 
receiving no part of those habits from impres* 
sions of the Supreme Object. They are cbn- 
, tent that a narrow scene of a diminutive world, 
with its atoms and evils, should usurp and de- 
prave and finish their education for immortality* 
while the Infinite Spirit is here, whose trans-* 
forming companionship would exalt them into 
his sons, and, in defiance of a thousand malig« 
nant forces attempting to stamp on them an 
opposite image, lead them into eternity in his 
likeness. Oh why is it so possible that this 
greatest inhabitant of every place where men 
are living, should be the last whose society they 
seek, or of whose being constantly near them thejr 
feel the importance ? Why is it possible to be sur- 
rounded with the intelligent Reality which exists 
wherever we are, with attributes that are infinite, 
and not feel respecting all other things which 
may be attempting to press on our minds and 
affect their character, as if they retained with 
difficulty their shadows of existence, and were 
continually on the point of vanishing into no- 
thing ? Why is this stupendous Intelligence so 
retired and silent, while present, over all the 
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sceneis of the earth, and in all the paths and 
abodes of men ? Why does he keep his glofy 
invisible behind the shades and visions of the 
material world ? Why does not this latent glory 
sometimes beam forth with such a manifestation 
as could never be forgotten, nor ever be remem* 
bered without an emotion of religious fear ? 
And why, in contempt of all that he has dis- 
played to excite either fear or love, is it still 
possible for a rational creature so to live, that it 
must finally come to an interview with him in 
a c haracter completed by the full assemblage of 
those acquisitions which have separately been 
disapproved by him through every stage of the 
accumulation ? Why is it possible for feeble 
creatures to maintain their little dependent 
beings fortified and invincible in sin, amidst the 
presence of divine purity? Why does not the 
thought of such a Being strike through the 
mind with such intense antipathy to evil as to 
blast with death every active principle that is 
beginning to pervert il, and render gradual addi- 
tionsi of depravity, growing into the solidity of 
habit, as impossible as for perishable materials 
to be raised into structures amidst the fires of 
the l?ist day ? How is it possible to forget the 
'Solicifcude which should accompany the consci«* 
ousness that such a Being is continually darting 
upon us Hie beams of observant thought, (if we 
may apply such a term to omniscience,) that 
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we ate exposed to the piercing inspection, com- 
pared to which the concentrated attention of all 
the beings in the universe besides, would be 
but as the powerless gaze of an infant ? Why is 
faith, that faculty of spiritual apprehension, so 
absent, or so incomparably more slow and reluc- 
tant to receive a just perception of the grandest 
of its objects, than the senses are adapted to 
receive the impressions of theirs ? While there 
is a Spirit pervading the universe with an infi- 
nite energy of being, why have the few particles 
of dust which enclose our spirits the power to 
intercept all sensible communication with it, 
and to place them as in a vacuity where the 
sacred Essence had been precluded or^extin- 
guished ? 

The reverential submission, with which you 
Ought to contemplate the mystery of omnipo-> 
tent benevolence forbearing to exert the agency 
which could assume an instantaneous ascen- 
dency in every mind over the causes of depra«» 
vation and ruin, will not avert your compassion 
from the unhappy persons who are practically 
** without God in the world/' And if, by some 
vast enlargement of thought, you could compre- 
hend the whole measure and depth of disaster 
contained in this exclusion, (an exclusion un- 
der which, to the view of a serious mind, the 
resources and magnificence of the creation 
would sink into a mass of dust and ashes, and 
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all the causes of joy and hope into disgust and 
despair,) you would feel a distressing emotion 
at each recital of a life in which religion had no 
share ; and you would be tempted to wish that 
some spirit from the other world, possessed of 
eloquence that might threaten to alarm the 
slumbers of the dead, would throw himself in 
the way of this one mortal, and this one more, 
to protest, in sentences of lightening and thun- 
der, against the infatuation that can at once ac- 
knowledge there is a God, and be content to 
forego every connexion with him, but that of 
danger. You would wish they should rather 
be assailed by the " terror of the Lord,*' than re- 
tain the satisfaction of carelessness till the day 
of his mercy be past. 

But you will not need such enlargement of 
comprehension, in order to compassionate the 
situation of persons who, with reason sound to 
think, and hearts not strangers to feeling, have 
advanced far into life, perhaps near to its close, 
without having felt the influence of religion. 
If there is such a Being as we mean by the 
term Grod, the ordinary intelligence of a serious 
mind will be quite enough to see that it must 
be a melancholy thing to pass through life, and 
quit it, just as if there were not. And some- 
times it will appear as strange as it is melan- 
choly ; especially to a person who has been 
pious from his youth. He would be inclined 
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to say, to a person who has nearly finished an 
irreligious life. What would have been justly 
thought of you, if you could have been the 
greatest part of your time in the society of the 
wisest and best man on earth, (were it possible 
to have ascertained that individual,) and have 
acquired no degree of conformity ; much more, 
if you could all the while have acquired pro- 
gressively the meanness,* prejudices, follies, and 
vices, of the lowest society with which you 
might have been exposed at intervals to 
mingle ? Y6u might have been asked how thu 
was possible. But then through what defect or 
infatuation of mind have you been able, during 
so many years spent in the presence of a God, 
to continue even to this hour as clear of all 
marks and traces of any divine influences 
having operated on you, as if the Deity were 
but a poetical fiction, or an idol in some temple 
of Asia? Obviously, as the immediate cause, 
through want of thought concerning him. 

And why did you not think of him ? Did a 
most solemn thought of him never once pene- 
trate your soul, while admitting the proposition 
that there is such a Being ? If it never did, 
what is reason, what is mind, what is man ? If 
it did once, how could its effects stop there ? 
How could a deep thought, on so singular and 
momentous a subject, fail to impose on the 
mind a permanent necessity of frequently re- 
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tacle will haunt you with a long recurrence of 
its image, even if the spectacle itself were seen 
no more ? 

Why did you not think of him ? How could 
you estimate so meanly your mind with all its 
capacities, as to feel no regret that an endless 
series of trifles should seize, and occupy as 
their right, all your thoughts, and deny them 
both the liberty and the ambition of going oa 
to the greatest Object ? How, while called to 
the contemplations which absorb the spirits of 
heaven, could you be so patient of the task of 
counting the flies of a summer's day ? 

Why did you not think of him ? You knew 
yourself to be in the hands of some Being from 
whose power you could not be withdrawn ; was 
it not an equal defect of curiosity and prudence 
to indulge a careless confidence that sought no 
acquaintance with his nature and his disposi- 
tion^, nor ever anxiously inquired what conduct 
should be observed toward him, and what ex- 
pectations might be entertained from him ? You 
would have been alarmed to have felt yourself 
in the power of a mysterious stranger, of your 
own feeble species ; but let the stranger be om- 
nipotent, and you cared no more. 

Why did you not think of him ? One would 
deem that the thought of him must, to a serious 
mind, come second to almost every thought. 
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The thought of virtue would suggest the 
thought of both a lawgiver and a rewarder ; the 
thought of crime, of an avenger ; the thought of 
sorrow, of a consoler ; the thought of an inscni^ 
table mystery, of an intelligence that under* 
stands it ; the thought of that ever-moving sc* 
tivity which prevails in the system of the uni^ 
verse, of a supreme agent ; the thought of the 
human family, of a great father ; the thought of 
all being, of a creator ; the thought of life, of a 
preserver ; and the thought of death, of an 
uncontrollable disposer. By what dexterity 
therefore of irreligious caution, did you avoid 
precisely every track where the idea of him 
would have met you, or elude that idea if it 
came ? And what must sound reason pronounce 
of a mind which, in the train of millions of 
thoughts, has wandered to all things under the 
sun, to all the permanent objects or vanishing 
appearances in the creation, but never fixed its 
thought on the Supreme Reality; never ap-- 
proached, like Moses, '^ to see this great 
sight ?'* 

If it were a thing which we might be allowed 
to imagine, that the Divine Being were to ma^ 
nifest himself in some striking manner to the 
senses, as by some resplendent appearance at 
the midnight hour, or by re-kindling on an ele- 
vated mountaiq the long-extinguished tires of 
3inai, and uttering voices from those fires ; 
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would he not compel from you an attention 
which you now refuse ? Yes^ you will say, he 
would then seize the , mind with irreisistible 
force, and religion would become its most ab^i^ 
solute sentiment ; but he only presents himself 
to faith. Well, and is it a worthy reason far 
disregarding him, that you only believe him to 
be present and infinitely glorious ? Is it the pf- 
fice of faith to veil or annihilate its object ? 
Cannot you reflect that the grandest represen- 
tation of a spiritual and divine Being to the 
senses would bear not only no proportion to 
his glory but no relation to his nature, and 
could be adapted only to an inferior dispensa- 
tion of religion, and to a people who, with the 
exception of a most extremely small number of 
men, had been totally untaught to carry their 
thoughts beyond the objects of sense ? Are you 
not aware that such a representation would 
considerably tend to restrict you in your con- 
templation to a defined image, and therefore a 
most inadequate and subordinate idea of the 
divine Being ? While the idea admitted by faith, 
though less immediately striking, is capable of 
an illimitable expansion, by the addition of all 
that progressive thought can accumulate, under 
the continual certainty that all is still infinitely 
short of the reality. 

On the whole, you would say, I regard you 
as an object of great compassion ; unless ther? 
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can be no felicity in friendship with the Al- 
mighty, unless there be no glory in being assi- 
inilated to his excellence, unless there be no 
eternal rewards for his devoted servants, unless 
there be no danger in meeting him, at length, 
after a hfe estranged equally from his love and 
his fear. I deplore, at every period and crisis 
in the review of your life,, that religion was not 
there. If religion had been there, your youthful 
animation would neither have been dissipated 
in the frivolity which, in the morning of the 
short day of life, fairly and formally sets aside 
all serious business for thai day, nor would have 
sprung forward into the emulation of vice, or 
the bravery of profaneness. If religion had been 
there, that one despicable companion, and that 
other malignant one, would not have seduced 
you into their society, or would not have re- 
tained you to participate their degradation. 
And if religion had accompanied the subsequent 
progress of your life, it would have elevated 
you to rank, at this hour, with those saints who 
will soon be added to " the spirits of the just.*' 
Instead of which, what are you now, and what 
are your expectations from that world, where 
piety alone can hope to find such a sequel of 
lifb, as will inspire exultation in the retro- 
spect of this introductory period, in which the 
mind began to converse with the God of e- 
ternity ? 
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On the other hand, it would be interesting to- 
record, or to hear, the history of a character 
which has received its form, and reached it9 
maturity, under the strongest operations of reli- 
' gion. We do not know that there is a more 
beneficent or a more direct mode of the divine 
agency in any part of the creation than that 
which " apprehends" a man, as apostolic lan- 
guage expresses it, amidst the unthinking 
crowd, and leads him into serious reflection, 
into elevated devotion, into progressive virtue, 
and finally into a nobler life after death. When 
he has long been commanded by this influenqe, 
he will be happy to look back to its first opera- 
tions, whether they were mingled in early lifd 
almost insensibly with his feelings, or came on 
him with mighty force at some particular time, 
and in connexion with some assignable and 
memorable circumstance, which was apparently 
the instrumental cause. He will trace all the 
progress of this his better life, with grateful ac- 
knowledgment to the sacred power which has 
advanced him to a decisiveness of religious habit 
that seems to stamp eternity on his character. 
In the great majority of things, habit is a greater 
plague than ever afflicted Egypt ; in religious 
character, it is a grand felicity. The devout 
man exults in the indications of his being fixed 
and irretrievable. He feels this confirmed habit 
as the grasp of the hand of God, which wiU 
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aever let him go. From this advanced state he 
looks with firmness and joy on fiiturity, an^ 
^ays, I carry the eternal mark upon me that I 
belong to God ; I am free of the universe ; and 
I am ready to go to any world to which he shall 
please to transmit mef certain that every where, 
in height or depths he will acknowledge me 
for ever. 



LETTER VII. 

XHE preceding letters have attempted to ex* 
hibit only general views of the influences by 
which a reflective man may perceive the moral 
condition of his mind to have been deter* 
mined. 

In descending into more particular illustra* 
tions, there would have been no end of enu- 
merating the local circumstance^, the relation- 
ships of life, the professions and employments, 
and the accidental events, which may have af- 
fected the character. A person who feels any 
interest in reviewing what has formed thus far 
his education for futurity, may carry his own 
examination into the most distinct particularity. 
—A few miscellaneous observations will con- 
clude the essay. 

F 2 
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You will have observed that I have saicf 
comparatively little of ttiat which forms the 
exterior, and in general account, the main sub-^ 
stance of the history of a man's life— the train 
of his fortunes and actions. If an adventurer or 
a soldieip writer memoirs •of himself for the in- 
forhiatioiT or amusement of the public, he may 
do well to keep his narrative alive by a constant 
crowded course of facts ; for the greater part of 
his readers will excuse him the trouble of inves- 
tigating, and he might occfeisionally feel it a 
convenience to be excused from disclosing, if he 
had investigated, the history add merits of his^ 
internal principles. Nor can this ingenuous- 
ness be any part of hi* duty, any more than it 
is that of a fidler at a ball, so long as he tells all 
that probably he professes to tell, that is, where 
he has been, what he has witnessed, and the 
more reputable portion of what he has done. 
Let him go on with his lively anecdotes, or his 
legends of the marvellous, or his gazettes of 
marches, stratagems and skirmishes, and there 
is no obligation for him to turn either penitent 
or philosopher on our hands. — ^But I am sup- 
posing a man to retrace himself through his past 
life, in order to acquire a complete knowledge 
of himself, and to record the investigation for 
his own instruction. Through such a retro-* 
spect, the exterior life will hold the second* place 
in attention, as being the imperfect of&pring of 
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that internal state, which it is the primary and 
nore difficult object to review. He will en- 
deavour to trace himself outward, from his mind 
into his actions. No doubt indeed he will 
sometimes also trace himself inward, from his 
actions to his principles ; and, in taking a com- 
prehensive view of those actions, he will feel 
himself in possession of a partial explication of his 
interior character. Still it is that interior charac- 
ter, whether displayed in actions or not, which 
forms the leading object of inquiry. The chief 
circumstances of his practical life will however 
require to be mentioned, both for the purpose 
of so much illustration as they will afford of the 
«tate of his mind, and because they mark the 
points, and distinguish the stages of his pro- 
gress.. 

Though ijQ meipoirs intended for publication, 
a lai^e shace of incident and action would. 
ge;ierally be necessary, yet there are some mien 
^hose mental history alone might be very 
interesting to reflective readers ; as for instance 
that of a thinking man, remarkable for a number, 
of complete changes of his speculative system.* 
From observing the usual tenacity of views 
once deliberately adopted in mature life, we 
regard as a curious phaenomenon, the man 
whose mind has been a kind of caravansera of 
opinicms, entertained awhile, and then sept on 
pilgriinage; a man "^rho has admired and dis-i 

f3 • 
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missed systems Tt^ith the same ficility with 
which John Buncle found, kdored, married, and 
interred his succession of wives, each one being, 
for the time, not only better than all Ih^t went 
before, but the best in the creation. You ad- 
mire the versatile aptitude of a mind, sliding 
into successive forms of belief in this intellec- 
tual metempsychosis by which it animates so 
many new bodies of doctrines in their turn. 
And as none of those dying pangs which hurt 
you in a tale of India, attend the desertion of 
each of these speculative forms which the soul 
has awhile inhabited, you are extremely amused 
by the tiumber of transitions, and eagerly ask 
tvhat is to be the next, for you never deem thfe 
present State of such a man's vie^vs to be for 
permanence, unless perhaps when he has t^irmi* 
ilated his course of believing every thing, in 
ultimately believing nothing. Even then, un- 
less he is very old, or feek more pride in being 
a sceptic, the conqueror of all systems, than he 
ever felt in being the champion of one, even 
then, it is very possible he may spring up again, 
like a vapour of fire from a bog, and glimmer 
through new mazes, or retrace his course 
through half of those which he trod before. 
You will observe, that no respect attaches to 
this Proteus of opinion, after his changes have 
been multiplied ; as no party expect him to 
remain with them, nOr deem him much of an 
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acquisition if he should. One, or perhaps two, 
considerable changes, will be regarded as signs 
of a liberal inquirer, and therefore the party to 
which his first or his second intellectual con- 
version may assign him, will receive him gladly. 
But he will be deemed to have abdicated th^ 
dignity of reason, when it is found that he can 
adopt no principles but to betray them ; and it 
will be perhaps justly suspected that there is 
something extremely infirm in the structure of 
that mind, whatever vigour may mark some of 
its operations, to which a series of very diffe*^ 
rent, and sometimes contrasted theories, can 
appear in succession demonstratively true, and 
which imitates sincerely the perverseness which 
Petruchio only affected, declaring that which 
was yesterday, to a certainty, the stm, to be to- 
iday, as certainly, the moon. 

It would be curious to observe in a man who 
should make suck an exhibition of the course 
of his mind, the sly deceit of self-love. While 
fee despises the system which he has rejected, 
fee does not deem it to imply so great a want of 
sense in him once to have embraced it, as ift 
the rest, who were then or are now its discipks 
and advocates. No, in him it was no debility 
of reason, it was at the utmost but a merge of 
it ; and probably he is prepared to explain tt) 
you that such peculiar circumstances, as might 
warp even a very strong and liberal mind, at- 

F 4 
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tended his^ consideration of the subject, and 
misled him to admit the belief of what others 
prove themselves fools by believing. 

Another thing apparent in a record of changed 
opinions would be, what I have noticed before, 
that there is scarcely any such, thing in the 
world as simple conviction. It would be amus-» 
ing to observe how reason had, in one instance, 
been over-ruled into acquiescencg by the admi- 
ration of a celebrated name, or, in another, into 
opposition by the envy of it ; how most oppor- 
tunely reason discovered the truth just at the 
•time that interest could be essentially served by 
avowing it ; how easily the impartial examiner 
could be induced to adopt some part of another 
man's opinions, after that other had zealously 
approved some favourite, especially if unpopular 
part of his, as the Pharisees almost became 
partial even to Christ, at the moment that he 
defended one of their doctrines against the 
Sadducees. It would be curious to see how a 
respectful estimate of a man's character and 
talents might be changed, in consequence of 
some personal inattention experienced from him, 
into depreciating invective against him or his 
intellectual performances, and yet the railer, 
though actuated solely by petty revenge, ac- 
count himself, all the while, the model of equity 
and sound judgment. It might be seen how 
the patronage of power could elevate miserable 
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prejudices into revered ivisdom, while po<Sr 
.old Experience was mocked with thanks for her 
instruction ; and how the vicinity or society of 
the rich, and, as they are termed, great, could 
perhaps transmute a soul that seemed to be of 
the stern consistence of the early Roman re- 
pubUc into the gentlest wax on which Corrup- 
tion could wish to imprint the venerable creeds 
*' The right divine of kings to govern wrong,'* 
with the pious and loyal inference that justice 
If as outraged when Tarquin was expelled. I am 
supposing the observer to perceive all these ac- 
commodating dexterities of reason ; for it were 
probably absutd to expect that any mind should 
itself be able, in its review, to detect all its own 
obliquities, after having been so long beguiled, 
like the mariners in a story which I remember to 
have ready who followed the direction of their 
compass, infallibly right as they could have no 
doubt, till they arrived at an enemy's port, 
where they were seized and made slaves. It 
happened that the wicked captain, in order to 
betray the ^hip, had concealed a large loadstone 
at a little distance on one side of the needle. 

On the notions and expectations of one stage 
of life, I suppose all reflecting men look back 
with a kind of contempt, though it may be often 
with a mingling wish that some of its enthu- 
siasm of feeling could be recovered, — I mean 
the period between proper childhood and matu- 
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rlty. They will allow that their reason was ihm 
feeble, and they are prompted to exclaim. What 
fools we have been — ^while they recollect how 
kincerely they entertained and advanced the 
most ridiculous speculations on the interests of 
life, and the questions of truth ; bow regretfully 
astonished they were to find the mature sense 
of some of those around them so completely 
wrong; yet in other instances what veneration 
they felt for authorities for which they have since 
lost all their respect ; what a fantastic import- 
ance they attached to some most trivial things* ; 
i^hat complaints against their fate were uttered 
on account of disappointments which they have 
since recollected witli gaiety or self-congratula" 
tion ; what happiness of Elysium they expected 
from sources which would soon have failed to 
impart even common satisfaction ; and how 
certain they were that the feelings and opinions 
then predominant would continue through life. ' 
If a reflective aged man were to find at the 
bottom of an old chest, where it had lain for*- 
gotten fifty years, a record which he had written 
of himself when he was young, simply and vi- 
vidly describing his whole heart and pursuits, 
iHid reciting verbatim many recent passages of 

* I recollect a youtli of some acquirements, who earnestly 
wished the time might one day arrive, when his name should 
he adorned with the addition of D. D. which h^ deemed one 
of the sublime&t of human distinctions. 
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the language sincerely uttered to his favourittt 
Companions ; would he not read it with more 
wonder than almost any other writing could, at 
his age, inspire ? His consciousness would be 
strangely confused in the attempt to verify hia 
identity with such a being. He would feel the 
young man, thus introduced to him, sepiurated 
by so wide a distance of chamcter, as to ren* 
der all congenial communion impossible. At 
every sentence he would be tempted to repeat. 
Foolish youth ! I have no sympathy with your 
feelings^ I can hold no converse with your un^ 
derstanding. Thus you see that in the course 
of a long life a man may be several moml pei^ 
sons, so various from one another, that if you 
could find a real individual that should nearly 
exemplify the character in one of these stageSi 
and another that should exemplify it in thcl 
next, and so on to the last, and then bring these 
several persons together into one society, which 
would thus be a representation of the succes^^ 
sive states of one man, they would feel them-* 
selves a most heterogeneous party, would oppose 
and probably despise one another, and soon 
separate, not caring if they were never to meet 
again. The dissimilarity in mind between the 
two extremes, the youth of seventeen and the 
sage of seventy, might perhaps be little less 
than that in countenance ; and as the one of 
these contrasts might be contemplated by an old 
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mam, if he had a true portrait for which he^t 
in the bloom of life, and should hold it beside 
a mirror in which he looks at his present 
countenance, the other would be powerfully 
felt, if he had such a genuine and detailed me« 
moiras I have supposed*. Might it not be 
worth while for a self-observant person in early 
life, to preserve, for the inspection of the old 
man if he should live so long, such a mental 
likeness of the young .one ? If it be not drawn 
near the time, it can never be drawn with suffi* 
cient accuracy. 

, If this sketch of life were not written till a 
very mature or an advanced period of it, a 
somewhat interesting point would be, to distin- 
guish the periods during which the mind made 
its greatest progress in the enlargement of its 
faculties, and the time when they appear to 
have reached and acknowledged their insupera-* 
ble limits. And if there have been vernal seasons, 
if I may so express it, of goodness also, periods 
separated off from the later course of life by 
some point of time, subsequent to which the 
christian virtues have had a less generous 



* * Since a character, and a set of opinions, once formed, 
aot unfrequently continue substantially through life, perhaps 
the moral and intellectual di£Fereuce between the stages, is not 
quite as great as the physical. Some people have in fac^ but 
three or four stages in the whole of life* 



Digitized 



by Google 



MEMOIRIS OF HIMSELF. fj 

grotvth, this is a circumstance still more worthy 
to be strongly marked. No doubt it will be 
with a reluctant hand that he marks either of 
theSe circumstances ; for a mian could not re- 
flect without regret that many children may 
have grown into maturity and great talenjt, and 
many unformed or defective characters into 
(established excellence, since the period when 
he ceased to become abler or better. Pope, for 
instance, at the age of fifty, would have been 
incomparably more mortified than Dr. Johnson 
says his readers are, at the fact, if he had per- 
ceived it, that he could not then write materi- 
ially better than ' he had written at the age of 
twenty. — And the consciousness of having pass- 
ed many years without any moral and religious 
progress, ought to be not merely the regret for 
an infelicity, but the remorse of guilt ; since 
though natural causes must some where have 
circumscribed and fixed the extent of the intel- 
kctual power, an incessant advancement in the 
nobler distinctions has still continued to h^ 
possible, and will be possible, till the evening 
of rational life. The instruction resulting from 
8 clear estimate of what has been effected or 
not in this capital concern, is the chief advan^ 
tage to be derived from recording the stages of 
life, comparing one part with another, and 
bringing the whole into a comparison with the 
«t>aidard of perfection, and the illustrious bu» 
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inan examples which have approached tha( 
standard the nearest In forming this estimatCi 
we shall keep in view the vast series of advan- 
tages and monitions, which has run parallel to 
the train of years ; and it will be inevitable to 
recollect, sometimes with mortification border- 
ing on anguish, the sanguine calculations of 
improvement of the best kind, which at variousj 
periods the mind was delighted to make for 
other given future periods, should life be pro* 
tracted till then, and promised itself most cer^ 
tainly to realize by the time of their arrival. 
The mortification will be still more grievous, if 
there was at those past seasons something more 
hopeful than mere confident presumptions, if 
there were actual favourable omens, which 
partly justified while they raised, in ourselvef 
and others, anticipations that have mournfully 
failed. My dear friend, it is very melancholy 
that EVIL must be so palpable, so hatefully 
conspicuous, to an enlightened conscience, i]| 
every retrospect of a human life. 

If the supposed memoirs are to be carried 
forward as life advances, each period being re^ 
corded as soon as it has elapsed, they should 
not be composed by small daily or weekly gccur 
mulations, (though this practice may on another 
ground have its value,) but at certain conside*- 
rable: intervals, as at the end of , each year, or 
any other measure of time thi^t 13 ^mple enougb 
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for some definable alteration to have taken place 
in the character, or attainments. 

It is needless to say that the Uyh should be 
as simple as possible — unless indeed the writer 
accounts the theme worthy of being bedecked 
with brilliants and flowers. If he idolizes his 
own image so much as to think it deserves to 
be enshrined in a frame of gold, why, let him 
•nshrine it. 

Should it be asked what degree of explicit- 
ness ought to prevail through this review, in 
reference to those particulars on which con* 
science has fixed the deepest mark of condem- 
nation ; I answer, that if a man writes it exclu* 
sively for his own use, he ought to signify both 
the nature of the delinquency and the measure 
of it, so far at least as to secure to his mind a 
most defined recollection of the facts, and of the 
verdict pronounced by conscience before its e*- 
motions were quelled by time.. Such honest 
distinctness is necessary, because this will be 
the most useful part of his record for reflection 
to dwell upon ; because this is the part which 
self-love is most willing to diminish and me-r 
mory to dismiss ; because he may be certain 
that mere general terms or allusions of censure 
will but little aid the cultivation of his humility; 
and because this license of saying so much 
about himself in the character of a biographer 
may become only a temptation to the. indulr 
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gence of vanity, and a protection from thd 
shame of it, unless he is made to feel that he 
is narrating at a severe confessional. 

But perhaps he wishes to hold this record 
open to an intimate relative or friend ; perhaps 
even thinks it might supply some interest and 
some lessons to his children. And what then ? 
Why then it is perhaps too probable that though 
he could readily confess some of his faults, there 
may have been certain states of his mind, and 
certain circumstances in his conduct, which he 
cannot easiJy persuade himself to present to 
such inspection. Such a difficulty of being 
quite ingenuous is in every instance a cause 
for deep regret. Should not a man tremble to 
feel himself involved in a difficulty of confiding 
to an equal and a mortal, what has been all 
observed by the Supreme Witness and Judge ? 
And the consideration of the large proportion 
of men constituting such instances, throws a 
melancholy hue over the general human charac- 
ter. It has several times in writing this essay 
occurred to me what strangers men may be to 
one another, whether as to the influences 
which have determined their characters, or as 
to the less obvious parts of their conduct. 
What strangers too we may be, with persons 
who have any power and cautioq of conceal- 
ment, to the principles which are at this mo* 
inent prevailing in the heart. Each mind has 
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kn interior apartment of its own^ into which 
none but itself and the Divinity can enten In 
this retired place, the passions mingle and 
fluctuate in unknown agitations. Here all the 
fantastic and all the tragic shapes of imagina- 
tion have a haunt where they can neither be 
invaded nor descried. Here the surrounding 
human beings, while quite unconscious of it, 
are made the subjects of deliberate thought, , 
and many of the designs respecting them re* 
volved in silence. Here projects, convictions, 
vows, are confusedly scattered, and the records 
of past life are laid. Here in solitary state sits 
Conscience, surrounded by her own thunders, 
which sometimes sleep, and sometimes roar, 
while the world does not know. The secrets 
of this apartment, coulji they have been even 
but very partially brought forth, might have 
been fatal to that eulogy and splendour with 
which many a piece of biography has been lex- 
hibited by a partial and ignorant friend. If, in 
a man's own account of himself^ written on the 
supposition of being seen by any other person « 
the substance of the secrets of this apartment is 
brpught forth, he throws open the last asylum 
of his character, where it is well if there be 
nothing found that will distress and irritate his 
most intimate friend, who may thus become the 
ally of his conscience to condemn, without the 
leniency which even conscience acquires from 
/ a 
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self-love. And if it is not brought forth, where 
is the integrity or value of the history ; and 
what ingenuous man could bear to give a delu- 
sive assurance of his being, or having been, so 
much more worthy of applause or affection 
than conscience all the ^hile pronounqes ? It is 
obvious then that a man whose sentiments and 
designs, or the undisclosed parts of whose con-^ 
duct, have been stained with deep delinquency, 
must keep his record most sacred to himself, 
unless he feels such an unsupportable longing 
to relieve his heart by confiding its painful con« 
sciousness, that he can be content to hold the 
regard of his friend on the strength of his pe- 
nitence and recovered virtue. As to the rest, 
whose memory of the past is sullied by shades 
if not by stains, they must either in the same, 
manner retain this delineation for solitary use, 
or limit themselves, in writing it, to a deliberate 
and strong expression of the measure of con- 
scious culpabilities, and their effect in the 
general character, with a certain reserve and 
rndefiniteness of explanation that shall equally 
avoid particularity and mystery ; or else, they 
must consent to meet their friends, who are 
likewise human and have had their errors, on 
terms of mutual ingenuous acknowledgment. 
In this confidential communicati<»i, each will 
learn to behold the other's deviations fully as 
much in that light in which they certainly are 
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infelicities to be commiserated, as in that in 
which they iare also faults or vices to be con- 
demned; while both will earnestly endeavour 
to improve by their remembered improprieties. 
The apostle seems to encourage such a confi- 
dence, where he says, " Confess your faults 
one to another, and pray one for another/' 
' But 1 shall find myself in danger of becoming 
ridiculous amidst these scruples about an en- 
tire ingenuousness to a confidential firiend or 
two, while I glance into the literary world, and 
observe the number of historians of their own 
lives, who magnanimously throw the com- 
plete cargOy both of their vanities and their 
vices, before the whole public. Men who can 
gaily laugh at themselves for ever having even 
pretended to goodness ; men who can tell of 
having sought consolation for the sorrows of 
bereaved tenderness, in the recesses of de- 
bauchery; men whose language betrays 'that 
they deem a spirited course of profligate adven- 
tures a much nobler thing th^n the stupidity of 
vulgar virtues, and who seem to claim the sen- 
timents with which we regard an unfortunate 
hero, for the disasters into which these adven- 
tures led them ; venal partisans whose talents 
would hardly have been bought, if their venom 
had not made up the deficiency; profane tra- 
velling coxcombs; players, and the makers of 
immoral plays—^all these can narrate the course 
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of a contaminated life with the most ingenuous 
effrontery. Even courtezans, grieved at the 
excess of modesty tvith which the age is afflict* 
ed, have endeavoured to diminish the evil, by 
presenting themselves before the public, in 
their narratives, in a manner very analogous to 
that in which the LadJ* Godiva is said to have 
consented) from a most generous inducement, 
to pass through the city of Coventry. They 
can gravely relate, perhaps with intermingled 
paragraphs and verses of plaintive sensibility, 
(a kind of weeds in which sentiment without 
principle apes and mocks mourning virtue,) 
the whole nauseous detail of their transitions 
from proprietor to proprietor. They can tell of 
y , the precautions for meeting some person of the 
first distinction, in a manner that should not 
^ - . su'bject him to the reputation of such a meet- 
' ing ; the hour when they crossed the river in a 
boat; the arrangements about money; the 
kindness of the gentleman at one time, his con- 
temptuous neglect at another ; and every thing 
else that can turn the compassion with which 
we deplore their first misfortunes and errors, 
into detestation of the effrontery which cannot 
be content without proclaiming the commence* 
ment, sequel, and all, to the widd world. 

With regard to all the classes of self-describ- 
ers who thus think the publication of their vices 
necessary to crown their fame, one should wish 
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there were some public mark and brand of em* 
phatical reprobation, to reward this tribute to 
public morals. Men that court the pillory for 
the pleasure of it, ought to receive the honour 
of it too, in all those contumelious salutations 
which suit the merits of vice grown proud of 
its impudence. Those that ^^ glory in their 
shame'^ should, like otiler distinguished person- 
ages, " pay a tax for being eminent/* Yet I 
own the public itself is to be consulted in this 
case ; for if the public welcomes such produc- 
tions, it shews there are readers who feel them- 
selves a-k^n to the writers, and it would be hard 
to deprive congenial souls of the luxury of their • 
appropriate sympathies. If such is the taste, it 
proves that a considerable portion of the public 
deserves just that kind of respect for its virtue, 
which is very significantly implied in this con- 
lidence of its favour. 

One is indignant at the cant pretence and title 
of Confessions, sometimes adopted by these 
narrators of their own disgrace, as if it were to 
be believed that penitence and humility would 
ever excite men to call thousands to witness an 
unnecessary disclosure of what oppresses them 
with grief and shame. If they would b^ se- 
verely mortified that only a few readers should 
think it worth their while to see them thus 
performing the work of self-degradation, like 
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the fetid heroes of the Dunciad in a ditch, i« it 
because they would gladly incur the contempt 
and disgust of multitudes in order to serve the 
tause of virtue ? No, this title of Confessions is 
only a noteinal deference to morality, necessary 
indeed to be paid, because mankind never forget 
to insist, that the name of virtue shall be de- 
voutly respected, even while vice obtains from 
them that practical favour on which these writers 
place their reliance for toleration or applause. 
This slight homage being duly rendered, and 
occasionally repeated, they trust in the charac- 
ter of the community, that they shall not meet 
the kind of condemnation, and they have no 
desire for the kind of pity, which would strictly 
belong to criminals ; nor is it any part of their 
penitence, to wish that society may become 
better by the odious repellency of their exam- 
ple. They are glad the age continues such, 
that even they may have claims to be praised ; 
and honour oi* some kind, and from some quar- 
ter, is the object to which they aspire, and the 
consequence which they promise themselves. 
Let them once be convinced, that they make 
such exhibitions under the absolute condition 
of subjecting themselves irredeemably to oppro- 
brium, as in Miletus, the persons infected with 
a rage for destroying themselves, were by a so- 
lemn decree assured of being exposed, after the 
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peipetration of the deed, in naked ignominy— ^ 
and these literary suicides will be heard of no 
imore« 

Rousseau has given a memorable example of 
this voluntary humiliation, and has very honestly 
assigned the degree of contrition which accom-^ 
panied the self-inflicted penance, in the declara^ 
tion, that this document, with all its dishonours, 
shall be presented in his justification before the 
Eternal Judge. If we could, in any case, par- 
don the kind of ingenuousness which he has 
displayed, it would certainly be in the disclo- 
sure of a mind so amazingly singular as his*« 
We are willing to have such a beinj preserved, 
even to all the unsightly minutiae and anomalies 
of its form, to be placed, as an unique, in the 
jnoral museum of the world. 

Jlousseau's impious reference to the Divine 

* There is indeed one case in which this kind of honesty 
would be 80 signally useful to mankind^ that it would deserve 
almost to be canopized into h virtue. If statesmen^ including 
ministers^ popular leaders^ ambassadors^ &c. would publish^ 
i^efore they go in the triumph of virtue to the '^ last audit^** 
or leave to be published after they are gone> each a frank ex- 
position of motives, cabals^ and manoeuvres, it would give 
dignity to that blind adoration of power and rank in which 
mankind have always superstitionsly lived, by supplying just 
reasons for that ncl^^tion. It would also give a new aspect 
to history ^ and perhaps might tend to a happy exorcism of 
that* evil spirit which has never allowed nations to remain at 
peace. 
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Judge, leads me to suggest, as I conclude, the 
consideration, that the history of each nian's 
life, though it should riot be written by himsielf 
or by any mortal hand, is thus far unerringly 
recorded, will one day be finished in truth, and 
one other day yet to come, will be brought to a 
final estimate. A mind accustomed to grave 
reflections is sometimes led involuntarily into a 
curiosity of awful conjecture, which asks, What 
are those very words which I should read this 
night, if, as to Belshazzar, a hand of prophetic 
shade were sent to write before me the identical 
sentences in which that fin^l estimate will \^ 
declared ?— 
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ESSAY n. 

On Decision of Character. 
LETTER I. 



My dear Friend^ 

l^E have several times talked of this bold 
quality, and acknowledged its great importance*. 
Without it, a human being, with powers at 
best but feeble, and surrounded by innume- 
rable things tending to perplex, to divert, or to 
oppress, their operations, is indeed a pitiable 
atom, the sport of diverse and casual impulses. 
It is a poor and disgraceful thing, not to be 
able to reply, with some degree of certainty, to 
the simple questions, What will you be ? What 
will you do ? 

A little acquaintance with mankind will 
supply numberless illustrations of the import- 
ance of this character. You will often see a 
person anxiously hesitating a long time be- 
tween different, or opposite determinations. 
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though impatient of the pain of such a stat^, 
and ashamed of its debility. A faint impulse 
of preference alternates toward the one, and to* 
ward the other; and the mind, while thus held 
in a trembling balance, is vexed that it cannot 
get some n*w thought, or feeling, or motive,^ 
that it has not more sense, more resolution, 
more of any thing diat would save it from en-^ 
vying even the decisive instinct of brutes. It 
wishes that any circumstance might happen, or 
any person might appear, that could deliver it 
from the miserable suspense. 

In many instances, when a determination is 
adopted, it is frustrated by this indecision. A 
man, for example, resolves to make a journey 
to-morrow, which he is not under an absolute 
necessity to make, but the inducements appear, 
this evening, so strong, that he does not tljink 
it possible he can hesitate in the morning. In 
the morning however, these inducements have 
unaccountably lost much of their force. Like 
the sun that is rising at the same time, they ap- 
jpear dim through a mist ; and the sky lowers, 
or he fancies that it lowers ; the fatigue appears 
formidable; and he lingers, uncertain, till an ad- 
vanced hour determines the question for him, 
by the certainty that it is now too late to go. 

Perhaps a man has conclusive reasons for 
wishing to remove to another place of residence. 
But when he is going to take the first actual 
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Step towards executing his purpose, he is met 
by a ne^ train of ideas, presenting the possible, 
and magnifying the unquestionable, disadvan- 
tages and uncertainties of a new situation ; a- 
wakening the natural reluctance to quit a place 
to which habit has accommodated his feelings, 
and which has grown warm to him, if I may so 
express it, by his having been in it so long ; giv- 
ing new strength to his affection for the friends 
whom he must leave, and so detaining him still 
lingering, long after his serious judgment has 
dictated to him to be gone. 

A man may think of some desirable alteration 
in his plan of life ; perhaps in the arrangements 
of his family, or in the mode of his intercourse 
with society. — Would it be a good thing ? He 
thinks it would be a good thing. It certainly 
would be a very good thing. He wishes it 
were done. He will attempt it almost imme-* 
diately. The following day, he doubts whether 
it would be qxiite prudent. Many things are to 
be considered. May there not be in the change 
some evil of which he is not aware ? Is this a 
proper time? What will people say? — And thus, 
though he does not formally renounce his pur- 
pose, he recedes from it, with a wish that he 
could be fully satisfied of the propriety of re- 
nouncing it. Perhaps he wishes that the 
thought had never occurred to hioi, since it has 
diminished his self-complacency, without pro- 
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moting his virtue. But the next day, his con- 
viction of the wisdom and advantage of such a 
reform comes again with great force. Then, Is 
it so practicable as I was at first willing to ima- 
gine ? Why not ? Other men have done much 
greater things; a resolute mind is omnipotent;^ 
difficulty is a stimulus and a triumph to a strong 
Bpirit; '* the joys of conquest are the joys of 
man.^' What need I care about people's opi- 
nion ? It shall be done. — He makes the first at- 
tempt. . But some unexpected obstacle presents 
itself; he feels the awkwardness of attempting 
an unaccustomed manner of acting ; the questi- 
ons or the ridicule of his friends disconcert him; 
his ardour abates and expires. He again begins 
to question, whether it be wise, whether it be 
necessary, whether it be possible; and at last, 
aurrenders his purpose, to be perhaps resumed 
when the same feelings return, and to be in the 
same manner again relinquished. 

While animated by some magnanimous senti- 
ments which he has heard or read, or while 
musing on some great example, a man may 
conceive the design, and partly sketch the plan, 
of a generous enterprise; and his imagination 
revels in the felicity that would follow to others 
and to himself from its accomplishment. The 
splendid representation always centres in him* 
self as the hero that is to realize it. 

Yet a certain consciousness in his mind 
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doubtfully asks, Is this any thing naore than a 
dream ; or am I really destined to achieve such 
an enterprise ? Destined ! and why are not this 
conviction of its excellence, this conscious duty 
erf performing the noblest things that are possi* 
ble, and this passionate- ardour, enough to se- 
cure that I shall effect it ? — He feels indignant 
at that failing part of his nature which puts him 
so far below his own conceptions, and below the 
examples which hels admiring ; and this feel- 
ing assists him to resolve, that he will undertake 
this enterprise, that he certainly will, though 
the Alps or the Ocean lie between him and the 
object. Again his ardour slackens ; distrustful 
of himself, he wishes to know how the design 
would appear to other minds ; and when he 
speaks of it to his associates, one of them 
wonders, another laughs, and another frowns. 
His pride attempts, while with them, a manful 
defence ; but his mind is gradually descending 
toward their level, he becomes ashamed to en- 
tertain a visionary project, which therefore, like 
a rejected friend, desists from intruding on him 
or following him, and he subsides, at last, into 
what he labours to believe a man too rational 
for the schemes of ill-calculating enthusiasm. 
And it were strange if the effort to make out 
this favourable estimate of himself did not suc- 
ceed, while it is so much more pleasant to at- 
tribute one's defect of enterprise to wisdom, 
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which, on maturer thought disapproves of it, 
than to imbecility, which shrinks from it. 

A person of undecisive character wonders 
how all the embarrassments in the world hap- 
pened to meet exactly in his way, to place him 
just in that one situation for which he is pecu- 
liarly unadapted, and in which he is also 
willing to think no other man could have acted 
with much facility or confidence. Incapable 
of setting up a firm purpose on the basis of 
things as they are, he is often employed in vaid 
speculations on some different supposable state 
of things, which would have saved him fi^om ali 
this perplexity and irresolution. He thinks what 
a determined course he could have pursued, if 
his talents, his health, his age, had been diffe- 
rent4 if he had been acquainted with some one 
person sooner; if his friends were, in this or the 
other point, different from what they are ; or if 
fortune had showered her favours on him; 
And he gives himself as much license to com*^ 
plain, as if a right to all these advantages had 
been conferred on him at his nati\ity, but re- 
fused, by a malignant or capricious fate, to his 
life. Thus he is occupied — ^instead of catching 
with a vigilant eye, and seizing with a strong 
hand, all the possibilities of his actual situa^ 
tion. 

A man without decision can never be said to 
belong to himself; since, if he dared to assert 
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<hat he did, the puny force of some cause, 
about as powerful, you would have supposed, as 
a spider, may capture the hapless boaster the 
very next moment, and triumphantly shew the 
futility of the determinations by which he was 
to have proved the independence of his under- 
standing and his will. He belongs to whatever 
can seize him ; and innumerablie things do actu- 
ally verify their claim on him, and arrest him as 
he tries to. go along ; as twigs and chips, float- 
ing near the edge of a river, are intercepted by 
every weed, and whirled in every little eddy. 
Having concluded on a design, he may pledge 
himself to accomplish it, if the five hundred 
diversities of feeling which may come within 
the week, will let him* As his character pre- 
cludes all foresight of his conduct, he may sit 
' $md wonder what form and direction his views 
and actions are destined to take to-morrow ; as 
a farmer has often to acknowledge that next 
daVs proceedings are at the disposal of its 
winds and clouds. 

This man^s opinions and determinations al- 
>vays depend very much on other human 
beings ; and what chance for consistency apd 
stability, while the persons with whom he may 
converse, or transact, are so various ? This very 
evening, he may talk with a man whose senti- 
ments will melt away the present form and 
outline of his purposes, however firm and de- 
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fined he may have fancied them to be. A suc^ 
cession of persons whose faculties were stronger 
than his own, might, in spite of his irresolute 
re-action, take him and dispose of him as they 
pleased. An infirm cliaracter practically con- 
fesses itself made for subjection, and the man 
so constituted passes, like a slave, from owner 
to owner. Sometimes indeed it happens, that 
a person of this sort falls into the train, and' 
under the permanent ascendency, of some 
one stronger character, which thus becomes 
through life the oracle and guide, and gives 
the inferior a steady will and plan. This, when 
the leading character is virtuous, is a fortunate 
relief to the feeling, and an advantageous 
point gained to the utility, of the subordinate 
appended mind. 

It is inevitable that the regulation of every 
man's plan must greatly depend on the course 
of events, which come in an order not to be 
foreseen or prevented. But even iti accommo- 
dating the plans of conduct to the train of 
events, the difference between two men may be 
no less' than that in the one instance the man is 
subservient to the events, and in the o1;her the 
events are made subservient to the man. 
Some men seem to have been taken along by a 
succession pf events, and, as it were, handed 
forward in quiet passiveness from one to 
another, without any determined principle in 
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iheir 6wn oharacters» by which they could coit- 
strain those events to serve a design formed an- 
tecedently to them, or apparently in defiance of 
them. The events seized them as a neutral ma- 
terial, not they the events. Others, advancing 
through life with an internal invincible determi- 
nation of mind, have seemed to make the train 
of circumstances, whatever they were, conduce 
as much to their chief design as if they had 
taken place on purpose. It is wonderful how 
even the apparent casualties of life seem to bow 
to a spirit that will not bow to them, and yield 
to assist a design, after having in vain attempted 
to frustrate it. 

You may have seen such examples, though 
they are comparatively not numerous. You 
may have seen a man of this strong character in 
k state of indecision concerning some affair in 
which it was requisite for him to' determine, 
because it was requisite for him to act. But, 
in this case, his manner would assure you that 
he would not remain long undecided; you 
Would wonder if you found him still at a loss 
the next day. If he explained his thoughts^ 
you would perceive that their clear process^ 
ievidently at each effort approaching nearer to 
the result, must certainly reach it ere long. 
The deliberation of such a mind is a very dif- 
lerent thing from the fluctuation of the other. 
^o know how to obtain a determination, is one 
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6t the fifst symptoms' of a rationally decisive' 
character. 

When the decision was formed, aftd the pm-- 
pose fixed, you would feel an entire assurance' 
that something Would absolutely be done. It 
IS characteristic of such a mSird, to think for 
effect ; and the .pleasure of escaping from' tem- 
porary dfoubt gives an additional impulse to this 
force with which ' it is carried hitd actioft. 
§ach a man will not re-examine his conclurfohs? 
i^ith endless repetition, and he xVill not be de- 
layed long by consulting other persons, after W 
liaspeased to consult himself. He cannot bear 
to sit still among, unexecuted decisions and un- 
attempted projects. We wait to hear of hW 
Achievements, and are conildent we shall nol! 
Wait long. The posstbiBty or the means may 
liot be obvious to us, but ^e know that every 
fhing will btf attempted; aiid tfiaf such a mind 
is like a; ti^er; \Vhich, in whatever inanner it ii;^ 
obstructed, will make it^ wajr sdmiewhere. It 
must have co^t Caesar toariy anxious hours of 
deljberiition, before he decided to pa^ the 
Rubicon ; but it is probslble hfer suffered But few 
to ekpse aftei: his decisibrii Befor^ Ite cBd pasii 
it. :And any onfe of hfs friehdsj n^^ho should 
have been apprized of this deter rainiitibff, and 
understood his character, ^biild have smtltd 
contemptuously to hear it ii^sinikdted tha^ 
though Gsesar had r'esoivedj C^sar Would liot 
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dsfe; or thalr though he might cros», the Bubir 
con, whose opposite bank presented to him po 
hostile legions, he might come to other civera. 
which he would not cross ; or that either rivers, 
or any other obstacle, would deter him firpra 
prosecuting the determination from* this, omi-t 
nous commencement to iis^ very last coawre- 
quence. 

One signal advantage possessed by a qiiad of 
this character is, that its passions are not 
wasted. The whole measure of passioa of 
which any mind^ with important transactions 
before it, i» capable, is not more than enough 
to supply interest and energy to its practical 
exertions ; and therefore as little as possible of 
this sacred fire should be expended in a way 
that does not augment the force of action. But 
niothing can less contribute to vigour of action, 
than protracted anxious fluctuation, intermixed 
with resolutions ctecided and jfevoked, w^hile yet 
nothing causes a greaiter expence of feeling. 
The heart is jfretted and exhausted by being 
^ iJabjected to an alternation of contrary excite- 
ments, with the ultimate mortifying conscious- 
ness of their contributing to no end. The 
king-wavering deliberation, whether to perform 
some bold action of difficult virtue, has often 
cost more to feeling than the action itself, or a 
series of such actions, would have cost ; With 
the great disadvantage too of being relieved by 
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tione of that invigoration, which, to the man itt 
action, would have sprung fr^m the spirit of the 
action itself, and have renovated the ardour 
which it was expending. A person of decisive 
character, by consuming as little passion as 
possible in dubious musings and abortive xeso* 
lutions, can secure its utmost value and use, by 
throwing it all into effectual operation. 

Another advantage of this character, is, that 
it exempts from a great deal of interference and 
persecution, to which an irresolute man is sub- 
jected. Weakness, in every form, tempts arro- 
gance ; and a man may be allowed to wish for a 
kind of character with which stupidity and im- 
pertinence may not make so free. When a 
firm decisive spirit is recognised, it is curious to 
see how the space clears around a man, and 
leaves him room and freedom. The disposition 
to interrogate, dictate, or banter, preserves a 
respectful and politic distance, judging it not 
unwise to keep the peace with a person of so 
ftiuch eiiergy. A conviction that he under- 
stands, and that he wills with extraordina- 
ry force, silences the conceit that intended to 
perplex or instruct him, and intimidates the 
malice that was disposed to attack him. There 
is a feeling, as in respect of Fate, that the 
decrees of so inflexible a spirit musi be 
right, or that, at least, they will be acconw 
plished*^ 
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But not only will he secure the freedom pf 
acting for himself^ he will obtain also by degrees 
the coincidence of those in whose company he 
is to transact the business of life. If the man- 
ners of such a man are free from arrogance^ and 
he can c]othe his firmness in a moderate degree 
of insinuation ; and if his measures have partly 
lost the appearance of being the dictates of his 
will, under the wider and softer sanction of 
some experience that they are reasonable ; both 
competition and fear will be laid to sleep, and 
his will may acquire an unresisted ascendency 
over many, who will be pleased to fall into the 
mechanism of a system^ which they find niakes 
them more successful and happy than th^y 
could have been amidst the anxiety of adjusting 
plans and expedients* of their own, and the 
consequences of often adjusting them ilK I 
have known several parents, both fathers and 
mothers, whose management of their families 
has answered this description, and has displayed 
a striking example of the facile complacency 
with which a number of persons, of different 
ages and dispositions, will yield to the decisions - 
of a firm mind, acting on an equitable and en^ 
lightened system. 

The last resource of this character, is, hard 
inflexible peftinacity, on which it may be al- 
lowed to rest its strength, after finding it can be 
effectual in none of its milder forms* I remem* 
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ber admiring an instance of this kind, in a Srni 
"'Sagacious and very estimable did ^nian, iwhom I , 
^eirknew, and \vhois now dead. Being on a 
jury, in a trial of life and death, he was ^com- 
pletely satisfied of the innocence of the prison- 
er; the other eleven were of the opposite opi- 
^nion. But he was resolved the man should not 
be condemned ; and as the first effort for .pre- 
venting it, very, properly nrnde application to 
the minds of his associates, spending several 
hours in labouring to convince them. But he 
'found he made no impression, while he was ex- 
hausting the strength »whi<ih was to.be 'reserved 
for another mode of operation. He.thencalm- 
iytold them, it should now be a trial who could 
endure confinement and faminethe longest, and 
that they might be quite assured be wouM 
'sooner die than release them at the expence ©f 
the prisoner's life. In this situation they spent 
about twenty-four hours; when at length all 
^acceded to his verdict of acquittal. 

Iti§ not necessary to amplify on the indis- 
pensable importance of this quality, in order to 
the accomplishment of any thing - eminently 
good. We instantly see, that every . path . to 
signal excellence is so. obstructed and besiet, 
*that n'one but ^ spirit so qualified can pass. 
But it is time to.examine what are the elements 
'\thich compose the character. 
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P(£^EH^F§ the Jb^st mode would >e, to bripg 
into our .^^ghts,,!^. succession, tl^e mostxfir 
in^kable ^examples of this chaxacter |that yvp 
have .l^npivn in i^feal Ufe,,Qr that we h^ve ,rea4 
^f.iu history pr even in .fiction, ^nd attentively 
to obaerve, JP ^}^ conyeraatiqns, maimers, 
And actions, ^hj^t principles. appear to^produp^, 
or;tp copsftitute, this icommanding disfipction. 
rXou will easily ^pursu^ this inyestigi^tion ypur- 
^If. J .lately |aaade a ^partial attempt, jw^ 
f^hall p|9fer ypu a n^Ip^r of .sugg^^ions. 

As a preyious p^servation, it is 1 beyond qt^l 
dpubt (^at v^ry giuch flep^euds on the constitu- 
tion i?f thPil>P!dy. jlt.jYould l?afpr phy3io]L<;^is^ 
to e^]g}j^\n ti^e ififi^^ co^porwl ojrg^- 

li}2^tipp effects jt^e f^infl ; J pi^ly a^^ertthe fact, 
that there is.ip tl^ n^^^riai cpnstruQtion qf 
Spfpe persons, niuc]li.jEapre ^han,of others, a^me 
f|ii,9.Uty whifh ,augmenl:s,.if jt does. not create, 
l;)pth;|;ljie st^b^Ii^y of, their resolution, and the 
^^^Tgy of -their actjv.e tendencies. There i» 
i$f}ffxet)3lif^ that, like the | ligatures which one 
<class of the Olympic coxubft^nts bou^d. oa thepr 
ha^jds and wrists, braces . round, if ,1 po^ay ,sp 
4^cri,be it, ^nd e9mpr^s^s, the po.wejs of th»e 
mind, givi^ them a steady forcible spring ^n|l 
re-actipn, which tliey would presently lose, if 
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they could be transferred into a constitution of 
soft, yielding, treacherous debility. The action 
of strong character seems to demand something 
firm in its corporeal basis, as massive engines re- 
quire, for their weight and for their working, to 
be fixed on a solid foundation. Accordingly I 
believe it would be found, that a majority of the 
persons niost remarkable for decisive character, 
have possessed great constitutional firmness. . I 
do not mean an exemption from disease and 
paiui nor any certain measure of mechanical 
strength, but a tone of vigour, the opposite to 
lassitude, and adapted to great exertion and en- 
durance. This is clearly evinced in respect to 
many of them,' by the prodigious labours and 
deprivations which they have borne in prose- 
cuting their designs. The physical nature has 
seemed a proud ally of the moral one, and with 
a hardness that would never shrink, has sustain- 
ed the energy that could never remit. 

A view of the disparities between the dif- 
ferent races of. animals inferior to man, will 
shew the effect of organization on disposition. 
Compare, for instance, a lion with the common 
beasts of our fields, many of them composed of 
a larger bulk of animated substance. What a 
vast superiority of courage, impetuous move- 
ment, and determined action ;. and we attribute 
this diflTerence to some great dissimilarity of 
modification in the composition of the ani- 
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mated material. Now it is probable that a dif* 
ference somewhat analogous subsists between 
some human bodies and others, and that this is 
no small part of the catlse of the striking ine« 
qualities in respect of decisive character. A 
very decisive man has probably mote of the 
physical quality of a lion in his compositioa 
than other men. 

It is observable that women in general have 
less inflexibility of character than men; and 
though many moral influences contribute to 
tiiis difierence, the principal cause may probably 
be something less firm in the corporeal texture. 
Now that physical quality, whatever it is, from 
the existence of a smaller measure of which in 
the corporeal constitution, women have less firm- 
ness than men, may be possessed by one man 
more than by men in general in a greater de^ 
gree of difference than that by which men in 
general exceed women. 

If there ha^e been found some resolute 
spirits powerfully asserting themselves in feeble 
vehicles, it is so much the better ; since this 
'would authorize a hope, that if all the other 
grand requisites can be combined, they may 
form a strong character, in spite of the counter^ 
action of an unadapted constitution. And oa 
the other hand, no constitutional hardness will 
form the true character, without those grand 
principles; though it may produce that fitlse 
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.flud contemptlbte iCivA of .decision wjhich wjfe 
-tetm obslina<^y ; ;^ ^tubboron^s Cff temper, whi<^ 
.can ftaisigp ino reasons but mere will, for a con- 
9tai>oy which ^te ip the nature of dead weight 
iiath^r than of strength; resembling le^s tb^ r^- 
jaotimi of e powerful spring than the gravitatic^n ' 
lOf a big stone. 

The first prominent mental characteri^stjc pf 
the person whom J de^ribe, is, a complete 
iconfidenoe tin his own judginent. ;It will per- 
:haps be;8iatd,;that this is not so uncommon a 
i^nalificiation. I however think it is uncom* 
mon. It is indeed. obvious enough, that aUno9t 
rail men J have a •flattering estimate of their own 
•understanding, and that so )oqg as this upf]«r- 
.standing l^s no :h;arder teak th,a|i ,to :forin 
.opinions which are not to be tri^ Jn AQtion, 
.tbey have a most selfrcoinplacent a98urauoe 9f 
ibeing right. This assurance .ejiteuds to the 
judgments which they passpii the proce^ings 
^f otb^rsv But let them be brought into r the 
:n^^?es5fity of adopting actual measure Ju an . un- 
tried proceeding, wh^re, unassijfited by any pre- 
ivious.exaoiple or practice, they are. reduced to 
ilepend . on the Tesoupces ii>f pure judgment 
-aloee, and you will see^^in.many cas^s, this 
<confidence of opinion v^sh away. Th^ mind 
seems all at once placed. in a misty vacuity, 
iwlicre it reaches round on all siides, but cait 
find Gothing to take hoW of. Or ifcnot lo$ti^ 
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Macuity, it is overwhelmed by confusion, and 
ieels as if its faculties were annihils^ted as soon 
M it begins to think of schemes and calcula- 
tions among the possibilities, chances, and 
Jiazards, which overspread a wide untrodden 
field ; and this conscious imbecility becomea 
severe distress, when it is believed that conse- 
.quences of serious or unknown good or evil are 
.depending on the decisions which are to be form- 
ed amidst so much uncertainty. The thought 
(painfully recurs at each step and turn, I may be 
right, but it is more probable I am wrong. It 
js like the case of a rustic walking in London^ 
who, having no certain direction through tbe 
vast qonfusion of streets to the place where he 
wishes to be, advances, and hesitates, and turn^, 
and inquires, and becomes, at each corner, stiU 
.more inextricably perplexed*. A man in thi^^ 
situation feels he shall be very unfortunate if 
he cannot aqcQmpliah more than he can undec- 
stand.-*— Is not this frequently, when brought tp 
•the practical test, the state of a mind hot much 
disposed, in general, to undervalue its own 
«ense ? 

* " Wky does not die mai) call a backney-coacb V* a gay 
reader^ I . am aware^ will say of the person so beraazed in the 
great town. So he might, certainly > and the gay reader and 
1 ha?e only to deplore that there is no parallel convenienee 
for ^htt assistAQce of perplexed understandings. 
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In cases where judgment is not so completely 
bewildered, you will yet perceive a great prao- 
tical distrust of it. A maii has perhaps advance 
ed a considerable way towards a decision, but 
then lingers at a small distance from it, till ne^ 
cessily, with a stronger hand than conviction, 
impels him upon it. He cannot see the whole 
length of the question, and suspects the part 
beyond his sight to be the most important, be- 
cause it is beyond. He fears that certaih possi- 
ble consequences, if they should follow, would 
cause him to reproach himself for his present 
detcrmii^tion. He wonders how this or the 
other person would have acted ih the same cir- 
cumstances, eagerly catches at any thing like a 
respectable precedent, and looks anxiously 
round to know what each person thinks on the 
subject ; while the various and opposite opini- 
ons to .which he listens, perhaps only serve to^ 
confound his perception of the track of thought 
. by which he had hoped to reach his conclusion. 
Even when that conclusion is obtained, there are 
not many minds that might not he brought a few 
degrees back into dubious hesitation, by a man 
of respected understanding saying, in a confi- 
dent tone, Your plan is injudicious ; your se- 
lection is unfortunate; the event will disap* 
point you. 

It cannot be supposed that I am maintaining 
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Such an absurdity as that a man's complete re- 
liance on his own judgment is necessarily a 
proof of that judgment being correct and 
strong. Intense stupidity may be in this point 
the rival of clear-sighted wisdom. I had once 
some knowledge of a person, whom no mort^, 
not evjen Cromwell, could have excelled in the 
article of confidence in his judgment, and con- 
sequeiit inflexibility of conduct ; while at the 
same time his successive schemes were ill-judg- 
ed to a degree that made his disappointments 
ridiculous rather than pitiable. He was not an 
example of that simple obstinacy which I have 
mentioned before ; for he considered his mea- 
sures, and did not want for reasons which sa- 
tisfied himself beyond a doubt of their being 
most judicious. This confidence of opinion 
maybe posse'ssed by a person in whom it will 
be contemptible or mischievous ; but its proper 
place is in a very different character, and with- 
out it there can be no dignified actors in hu- 
man affairs. 

If, after observing how foolish this confidence 
appears as a feature in a weak character, it be 
inquired what it is in a justly decisive person-s 
manner of thinking, which authorizes him in 
. this firm assurance that his view of the con- 
cerns before him is comprehensive and accurate; 
I answer, that he is justified in this persuasion, 
because he is conscious that objects are pre- 
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. Scented to his mind with an exceedingly distinct 
2tnd perspicuous aspect, not like th6 shapes of 
' moon-light, or like Ossian's ghosts, dim form^ 
of uncircumscribed shade ; because he sees the 
different points of the subject in an arranged 
order, not in dispersed fragments ; because in 
each deliberation the. main object keeps its 
clear pre-eminence, and he perceives the bear- 
ings which the subordinate and conducive ones 
have on it ; because perhaps several dissimilar 
trains of thought lead him to the same conclu- 
sion ; and because he finds that his judgment 
does not vary according to the moods of his 
feelings. 

It may be presumed that a high degree of this 
character is not attained without a considerable 
measure of that kind of certainty, with respect 
to the relations of things, which can be acquired 
only from experience and observation ; though 
an extreme vigilance in the exercise of observa- 
tion, and a strong and strongly exerted powef 
of generalizing on experience, may have made 
a comparatively short time enough to supply a 
large share of the wisdom desirable from these 
' sources ; so that a man may be rich in the bene- 
fits of experience, and therefore may have all 
the decision of judgment legitimately founded 
on that accomplishment, long^ before he is old. 
'this experimental knowledge he will be able to 
apply in a direct and immediate manner, and 
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i^ithout refining it itito general principles, M 
some situations^ of affairs, so as to anticipate the' 
consequences of certaiii actions in those situa- 
fions a^ coniidehtly and rationally as the kind oP 
fruit to be produtjed by a given* kind of tree. 
Thus far the fects of his experience will serve 
hitti as precedents. At tli^ *ext step, he 
will be able to apply this knowledge, in fhe^ 
fbtm of general principles, to a multitude of 
c^ses bearing bu^ a partial resemblance to any 
thing he has actually witnessed. And^ then, iiv 
lt)oki^g forward to combinations- of circum- 
stances altogether new, if any such thing couW 
frappen, he can trust to the resources which hef 
is persuaded his intellect wift open to' him, or k 
jhimbiy confident, if he is a devout flian, that! 
flie Supreme Intelligence tfriW noi suffer to btf 
^^antirig to him, when the occasion arrives. Iti 
l^roportiori ias his vieivs include, it all events^ 
ftdre certainties than tho^e of otBer tii^n, he k 
Ifesd fearful, and has less ffe^son to be fearful, of 
contingencies. And if in the course of execut- 
ing his desigtl, unCT^peefted disastrous eveiits 
i/hould befell-, bift which are not otvin^ to ^y 
tlhng Wtong in the plaii aftd |jriftciples 6f that 
design, but to forfeign causes ; it Will be chdfac- 
reristic of a dttong tttihd to attribute these e- 
tents discrimiriatively to theit oWh causes, and 
fiot to th6 pldn, which thei-eforfe, instead of be* 
hig disliked and relint]ui3hed, >vill b<* ^till a^ 
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much approved as before, and the man will pro^ 
ceed calmly to the sequel of it without any 
change of arrangement; unless indeed these si- 
nister events should be such as to alter the 
whole state of things to which the plan was 
correctly adapted, and so to create a necessity 
on this account for an entirely new one to be 
formed. 

Without absolutely despising the understand*- 
ings of other men, he will perceive their dimen- 
sions compared with his own, which will pre- 
serve its independence through every com- 
munication and every encounter. It is how- 
ever a part of this very independence, that he 
will hold himself at liberty to Mter his opinion, 
if the informations which may be communicated 
to him, shall give sufficient reason. And as no 
one is so sensible of the importance of a com- 
plete acquaintance with a subject as the man 
who ia always endeavouring to think codclu^ 
sively, he will listen with the utmost attention 
to the information^ which may be received 
sometimes from persons for whose 'Understand^ 
ing he has no gr^at respects Counsel will in 
general have only so much weight with Him as 
it siipplies knowledge which may assist his. 
judgment ; he will yield nothing to it as author 
rity ; but he may hear it with more candour and 
good temper, from being conscious of this inde-r 
pendence of his judgment, than the man wfad 
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U Rfbad lest the first person tbat begins to per* 
9uade hiai} should confound his determinfttioiu 
He feels it entirely a work of his own to deli« 
berate and to resolve, amidst all the advice 
which may be attempting to control him. If, 
Vith an assurance of his intellect being of the 
highest order, he also holds a commanding sta- 
tion, he will feel it gratuitous to consult with 
any one, excepting merely to receive state- 
ments of facts. This appears to be. exemplified 
in the man, who has lately shewn the nations 6i 
Europe how large a portion of the world may, 
when Heaven permits, be at the mercy of th6 
solitary workings of an individual mind. 

The strongest trial of this determined style of 
judgment is in those cases of urgency, where 
something must immediately be done, and where 
the consequences of deciding right or wrongf 
are of great importance ; as in the office of a 
medical man in treating a patient whose situa« 
tion, whflte. It renders some strong means indis- 
pehsable, renders it extremely doubtful which 
ought to be selected. A still stronger illustra- 
tion is the case of a general, who is compelled, 
in the very instant, to make dispositions on 
which the event of a battle, the lives of ten 
thousand of his men, or perhaps almosft the fate 
«f a nation, may depend. He may even be re- 
duced to choose between two droadful expedi* 
ents. Such a dilemma is described in Denon's 

I 
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account of one of the sanguinary conflicts ben 
tween the French and Mamelukes, as having: 
for a while held Deskix, though i very decisive 
coxpniander, in a state of anguishv 



LETTER III. 

XhIS indispensable basis, confidence of opU 
nion, is however not enoqgh to constitute the 
character in jquestion. For many persons^ 
who have been conscious and proud of a much 
stronger grasp of thought than ordinary men, 
and have held the most decided opinions on 
important things to be done, have yet exhibited, 
in the listlessness or inconstancy of their actions, 
a contrast and a disgrace to the operations of 
their understandings. For .want of some cogent 
feeling impelling them to carry ever3C internal 
decision into action, they have been still left 
where they were ; and a dignified judgment hafr: 
been seen in the hapless plight of having no 
effective forces to execute its decrees* 

It is evident then, and I perceive I have 
partly anticipated this article in the first letter,, 
that another essential principle of the characteK^ 
is, a total incapability pf surrendering to indif-. 
ference or delay the serious determinations of. 
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the mind. A strenuous will must accompany 
. the conclusions of thought, and constantly urge 
the utmost efforts for their practical accomplish- 
ment. The intellect must be invested, if I may 
so describe it, with a glowing atmosphere of 
passion, under the influence of which, the cold 
dictates of reason take fire, and spring into ac- 
tive powers* 

Revert once mol^e in your thoughts to the 
persons most remarkably distinguished by this 
decision. You will perceive^ that instead of 
allowing themselves to sit down delighted after 
. the labour of successful thinking, as if they had 
performed some great thing, they regard this 
labour but as a circumstance of preparation, 
tod the conclusions resulting from it as of no 
ftiore value, till applied to the greater labour 
which is to follow, than the entombed lamps of 
the Rosicrucians. They are not disposed to be 
Content in a region of mere ideas, while they 
ought to be advancing into the scene of reali- 
ties; they retire to that region sometimes, as 
ambitious adventurers anciently went to Del- 
phi, to consult, but not to reside. You will 
therefore find them almost uniformly in deter- 
mined pursuit of some object, on which they 
fix a keen and steady look, and which they 
never lose sight of, while they follow it through 
the confused multitude of other things 
The manner of a person actuated by such a 
I 3 
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spirit, seems to say, Do you think that I would 
not disdain to adopt a purpose which I would 
not dejirote my utmost force to effect ; or that 
having thus devoted my exertions, I will inter* 
mit or withdraw them, through indolence, de^ 
bility, or caprice ; or that I will surrender my 
object to any interference except the uncontrol- 
lable dispensations of Providence ? No, I am 
linked to my determination with iron bands; my 
purpose is become my fate, and I must accom^ 
plish it, unless arrested by calamity or death. . 
This display of systematic energy seems to 
indicate a. constitution of mind in which the 
passions are exactly commensurate with the in* 
^llectual part, and at the same time hold an 
inseparable correspondence with it, like the 
faithful sympathy of the tides with the phases 
of the moon« There is such an equality and 
connexion, that subjects of the decisions of 
judgment become proportionally and of cburse 
the objects of passion. When the judgment 
decides w:ith a very strong preference, that same 
strength of preferei^ce, actuating also^ the 
passions^ devotes them with energy to the 
object, so long as it is thus approved; and 
this will produce such a conduct aa I have 
described. When therefore a firm, self confi- 
ding, and unaltering judgment fails to make a 
decisive character, it is evident either that the 
t>a8sions in that mind are too languid to be ca- 
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pMe 6f a strong and unremitting excitemeiit, 
which defeet ipakes an indolent or irresolute 
man ; or that they perversely sometimes coinJ 
^ide with judgment and sometimes clash with 
it, which makes an inconsistent or versatile; 
man. 

There is no man so irresolute as not to act 
with determination in many single cases, where 
the motive is powerful and simple^ and wher* 
there is no nc^ of plan mid perseverance ; but 
this gives no claim to the term chdracUri 
which expresses the habitual tenour of a man's 
active being. The character may be displayed 
in* the successive unconnected undertakings, 
which are Mch of limited extent, and end with 
the attainment of their objects. But it is seen 
to the greatest advantage in those grand 
schemes of action, which have no necessary 
point of conclusion, which continue on thr6ugh 
•Uccessive years, and extend even to that dark 
period when the agent himself is withdrawn 
Irom human sight. 

I have repeatedly femiit^d to yibu, in con- 
versation, the effect of what has been called a 
Ruling Passion. When its object is noble, and 
an enlightened understanding directs its move- 
ments, it appears to me a great felicity; but 
whether its object be noble or hot, it infallibly 
creates, where it exists in great force, that ac- 
tive ardent constancy, which I describe as « 

IS 
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capital feature of the decisive charaetevx Th0 
Subject of such a commaading passioa • woti« 
ders, if indeed he were at leisure to wonder^ at 
the persons who pretend to attach importance ta 
an object which they make none but the most 
languid efforts to secure.. The utmost powers 
of the man are constrained into the service of 
the favourite Cause by this paasion, whi<2b 
sweeps away, as it advances, all the trivial ob-«. 
jections and little opposing n^otives, and seema 
almost to open a way through inxpossibilitics. 
This spirit comes on bim in the aborning as 
soon as he recovers his coivscipusness^ and 
commands and impels him through the day 
with a power from which he coulf^not eman^ 
cipate himself if he would. When tha force of 
habit is added, the determiifiation becomes, ia-i 
vincible, and seems to assume rank with the 
great laws of nature, making it nearly as cert 
tain that such a man will persist in his coucst 
as that in the morning the sun will rise. 

A persisting untameable effioaey of soul 
gives a seductive iMl ptrnicious dignity even 
to a character ahd a course which every nigral 
principle forbids us to approve. Often in the 
narrations of history and fiction, an agent of the 
most dreadful designs con^pels a sentiment of 
deep respect for the unconquerable mind dia-5 
played in their execution. While we shudder 
at his activity, .we say with ?egretj, piipgle^ 
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«ritb an admiration which borders on partiality, 
What a noble being this would have been, if 
goodness had been his destiny ! The partiality 
♦s evinced in the very selection of terms, by 
which we shew that w^ are tempted to r^r 
his atrocity rather to his destiny than to his 
choice. I wonder whether an emotion like 
' ^is, has not been experienced by each reader 
of Paradise Lost, relative to the Leader of the 
infernal spirits ; a proof, if such were the fact, 
that ft very serious error has been committed by 
the greatest poet. In som.e of the high exam- 
ples of Ambition, we almost revere the.forca of 
mind which impelled them forwafd through 
|he longest series of action, superic^r to4oiibt 
and fluctuation, and disdainful of ease, of plea« 
sures, of opposition^ and of hazard. .We boif 
to llle ambitiou«i spirit which reached the true 
sublime, in the reply of Pompey to his friends 
who dissuaded him from venturing on a tem- 
pestuous sea, in order to be at Rome on an inw 
portant occasion: '^ It is necessary for me to go, 
jt is not necessary for me to live/^ 

fRevenge has produced wonderful examples 
of this unremitting constancy to a purpose. 
Zanga is a well-supported illustration. And 
you may have read a real instance of a Spani- 
ard, who, being injured by another inhabitant 
of the same town, resolved to destroy him : the 
other was apprized of this, and removed with 

z 4 
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the utmost secrecy, as he thought, to another 
town at a considerable distance, #rhefe ho v-^ 
ever he had not been more than a day or two» 
before he found that his enemy was arrive^ 
there. He removed in the same manner ta se^ 
veral parts 6f the kingdom, remote from each 
pther; but in every place quickly perceived 
that his deadly pursuer was near htm. At last 
he went to South America, where he had en« 
joyed his security but a very short time, before 
bis unrelenting enemy came up with him, «n4 
effected his purpose. 

You may recollect the mention, in one ef our 
conversations, of a young man, who wasted iq 
two or three years a large patrimony in profli« 
gate revels with a number of worthless associ^i 
Aes, who called themselvas his friends, an^ 
who, when bis last means were exhauflted, 
treated him of course with neglect, or coa* 
tempt; Reduced to absolute want, be one dajr 
went out of the house with an intention to pul? 
an end to his life ; but wandering awhile almost 
unconsciously, he came to the brow of an emi-» 
Hence which overlooked what were lately hi$ 
estates. Here he sat down, and remained fixed 
in thought a number of hours, at the end of 
which he sprang firom tho ground with a vehe* 
ment exulting emotion. He had formed hia 
resolution, which was, that all these estates 
should be his again; he had formed his plan 
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too, which he instantly began to execute. He 
walked hastily Iprw^rd) determined to seis^e the 
^ery fiist opportunity, of however humble a 
kind^ to gain any money, though it were evet 
80 despicable a (rifle, and resolved absolutely 
Hot to spend, if he could help it, a farthing of 
whatever he might obtain • The first thing that 
drew his attention was a heap of coals shot out 
of carts on the pavement before a house. He 
(^ered himself to shovel or wheel them into 
the place where they were to be laid, and was 
employed. He received a few pence for the Ian 
bour ; and then, in pursuance of the saving part 
<^ his plany vequested some small gratuity of 
paeat and drink, which was given him. He 
then looked out for the next thing that might 
chance to offer, and went, with inde&tigable 
indwtry, through a succetoion of servile em* 
ployments, in different places, of longer and 
shorter duration, still scrupulously avoiding, as 
far as possible, the expense of a penny* He 
promptly seized ^wry opportunity which could 
advance his design, without regai^ding the 
meanness of occupation or appearance. By 
this method he had gained, after a considerable 
time, inoney enough to purcha^, in order to 
sell ^ain, a few cattle, of which he had takeii 
pains to understand the value. He speedily 
but cautiously tUrn^ his first gains into second 
advantages ; retained without a single deviation 
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his extreme parsimony ; and thus advanced Ify 
degrees into larger transactions and incipient; 
wealth. I did not bear, of have forgotten, the 
continued course of bis life ; but the final result 
was, that he more than recoyered his lost po9« 
sessions, aod died an inveterate miser, wortlt 
60,000L I have always recollected this as a 
signal instance, though in an unfortunate and 
ignoble direction, of decisive character, and of 
the extraordinary effect^ which according to 
general Uws,, belongs to the strongest form of 
fiuch a chamctcF. 

^ But not less decision has been displayed by 
men of virtue. In this distinction no maR ever 
€sceeded, for instance, or ever will ei^ceed, th^ 
late illu'Strious Howard. 

The energy of his determination was so great, 
that if instead of being habitual, it had ^en 
shewn only for a short time on particular occa^ 
sjons, it would have appeared a vehement im- 
petuosity ; but by being unintermitted, it had 
an equability of manner which scarcely appear^ 
ed to exceed the tone of a calm constancy, it 
was so totally the reverse of any thing like turbu-* 
lence or agitation. It was the calmness of an in-^ 
tensity kept uniform by the nature of the human 
mind forbidding it to be more, and by the cha- 
racter of thQ individual forbidding it to be less. 
The habitual passion of his mind was a measure 
•f feeling almost equal to the temporary ex* 
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tremes and'paroxysms of common minds : as a 
great river, in its customary state, is equal to 
a small or moderate one when swollen to a tou 
rent. 

The moment of finishing his plans in delibe^ 
ration, and commencing them in action, was 
the same. I wonder what must have been the 
amount of thatt bribe in emolument or pleasure, 
that would have detained him a week inactive 
BUer their final adjustment. The law which 
carries water down a declivity, was not more 
unconquerable and invariable than the determi>» 
nation of his feelings toward the main object. 
The importance of this object held his faculties 
in a state of excitement which was too rigid 1» 
be affected by lighter interests, and on which 
therefore the beauties of nature and of art had 
no power, He had no leisure feeling which he 
0ould spare to be diverted among the innumeit 
rabte varieties of the extensive scene which he 
traversed ; all his subordinate feelings lost their 
separate existence and operation, by falling into 
the grand' one. There have not been wanting 
trivial minds, to mark this as a fault in his cha- 
ractej» But the mere men of taste ought to be 
^ilent respecting such a man as Howard; he is 
^boye their sphere of judgment. The invisible 
spirits, who fulfil their commission of philan<- 
thropy among mortal^, do not care about pic** 
tures, statues, $nd sumptuous buildings; and 
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po more did he, wh^n the time in which h» 
must have inspected and admired them, woul^ 
have been taken from the work to which he had 
consecrated his life. The curiosity which he 
might feeU was reduced to wait till the hour 
should arrive, when its gratification should be 
presented by conscience, which kept a scrupu* 
lous charge of aU his time, as the most sacred 
duty of that hour. If he ^as stiU at every 
hour, when it came, fated to feel the stttr^ctiony 
of the fine arts but the second claim, they 
might be sure of their revenge ; for no other 
man will ever visit Rome under such a despotio 
consciousness of duty as to refuse himself time 
for surveying the magnificence of its ruins. Sudi 
a sin against taste is very far beyond the reach 
of common saintship to commit. It implied an 
inconceivable severity of conviction, that he 
had one thing to do, and that he who would d^ 
some great thing in this short life, must %pp}y 
himself to the work with such a concentratiod 
of his forces, as, to idle spectators who live 
only to amuse themselves, looks like insanity. < 
His attention was so strongly and tenacious^* 
ly fixed on his object, that even at the gf^atest 
distance, a^ the Egyptian pyramids to travellers, 
it appeared to him with a luminous distinctness 
as if it had been nigh, and beguiled the toil* 
some length of labour and enterprise by which 
he was to reach it It was so conspicuous before 
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h^m, that not a step deviated from the direc* 
tion* and every movement and every day was 
an approximation. As his method referred 
every thing he did and thought to the end, and 
as his exertion did not relax for a moment, he 
made the trial, so seldom made, what is the ut- 
most effect which may be granted to the last 
possible efforts of a human agent : and therefore 
what he did not accomplish, he might conclude 
to be placed beyond the sphere' of mortal acti- 
vity, and calmly leave to the immediate disposal 
of Omnipotence. 

Unless the eternal happiness of mankind be 
an insignificant cpr^cern, and the passion to 
promote it an inglorious distinction, I may cite 
George Whitefield, as a noble instance of this 
attribute of the decisive character, this intense 
necessity of action. The great Cause which 
was so languid a thing in the hands of many of 
its advocates, assumed in his administrations 
an unmitigable urgency* 

Many of the christian missionaries among 
the heathens, such as Brainerd, Elliot, and 
Schwartz, have displayed memorable examples 
of this dedication of their whole being to their 
. office, this eternal abjuration of all the quiescent 
feelings. 

This would be the proper place for introduc- 
ing (if I did not hesitate to introduce in any 
connexion with merely human instances) the 
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example of him who said, " I must be abottt 
my Father's busitiess. My thekt and drink ii 
to do the will of him that sent me, and to 
finish his work. I have a baptism to be bap* 
tised with, and how am X straitened till it be 
accomplished/^ 



LETTER IV. 

• 

AfTEU the illustrations on the last articfe, it 
will seem but a very slight transition when X 
proceed to specify Courage, as an essential part 
of the decisive characteif* An intelligent maUj 
adventurous only in thought, may sketch the 
most excellent scheme, and after duly admiring 
it, and himself as its author, may be reduced to 
say. What a noble spirit that would be which 
should dare to realize this ! A noble spirit ! is 
it I ? And his heart may answer in the nega«« 
tive, while he glances a mortified thought of 
inquiry round to recollect persons who would 
venture what he dares not, and almost hopes: 
not to find them/ Or if by extireine effort he 
has brought himself to a resolution of braving 
the difficulty, he is compelled to execrate the 
timid lifigerings that still keep him back from 
the trial. A man endowed with the complete 
character, says, with a sobet consciousness at 
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Kmote from the spirit of bravado as it is from 
timidity, Thus, and thus, is my conviction and 
my determination ; now for the phantoms of 
Tear; let me look them in the face; they will 
find I am not made of trembling materials : " I 
dare do all that may become ^ man/' I shall 
firmly confront every thing that threatehs me 
in the prosecution^ of my purpose, and I am 
prepared to meet the consequences of it when 
it is accomplished. I should despise a being, 
though it were myself, whose agency could be 
held enslaved by the gloomy sfhapes of imagiqa^ 
tion, by the haunting recollections of a dream^ 
by the whistling or the howling of Winds, by 
the shriek of owls, by the shades of midnight, 
or by the threats or frowns of man. I should 
be indignant to feel that in the commencement 
of an adventure I could think of nothing /but 
the deep pit by the side of the way where I 
must walk, into which I may slide, tb'e mad 
animal which it is not impossible that I may 
meet, or the assassin who may lurk in a thicket 
of yondefr wood. And I disdain to compro* 
mise the interests that rouse me to action, for 
the privilege of a disgraceful security. 

As the conduct of a decisive man is always 
individual^ and often singular, he may expect 
some serious trials of courage. For one thing, 
he may be encountered by the strangest disap- 
probatioa of many of his connexions, and the^ 
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censure of the greater part of the society inhere 
he is known. In this case^ it is not a nian of 
common spirit that can shew biknself just us at 
other times, and meet their anger in the same 
undisturbed manner as he would meet som^ ordi'» 
nary inclemency of the weather ; that can, with* 
out harshness or violence, continue to effect eve- 
ry moment some part of his design, coolly reply- 
ing to each ungracious look and indignant voice* 
I am sorry to oppose you ; I am not unfriendly 
to you, while thus persisting in what excites your 
displeasure; it woAld please me to have your ap- 
probation and concurrence, and I think [ should 
have them if you would seriously consider my 
reasons; but meanwhile^ I am superior to 
opinion, I am not to be intimidated by re* 
proaches, nor would your favour and applause 
be any reward for the sacrifice of my object. 
As you can do without my approbation, I can 
certainly do without yours ; it is enough that I 
can approve myself, it is enough that I can ap- 
peal to the last authority in the creation, 
Amuse yourselves, as you may, by continuing 
to censure or to rail ; / must continue to act. 
The attack of contempt and ridicule, is per* 
haps a still greater trial of courage. It is felt by 
all to be an admirable thing, when it can in no 
degree be ascribed to the hardness of either 
stupidity or confirmed depravity, to sustain for 
a considerable time, or in nunierous instances. 
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i\ye looks of scorn, ot an unrestrained shower 
lof taunts and jeers, with a perfect composurey 
which shall immediately after, or even at the 
time, proceed on the business that provokes all 
this ridicule. This invincibility of temper will 
often make even the scoffers themselves tired of 
the sport : they begin to feel that against such 
ft man it is a poor sort of hostility to laugh. 
There is nothing that people are more mortified 
to spend in vain than their scorn. Till however 
a man becomes a veteran, he must reckon on 
^sometimes meeting this trial ; and I instantly 
know— if I hear him anxiously reply, to an im* 
|>ortant suggestion of any measure to be adopt* 
isd. But will they not laugh at me ? I know- 
that he is not the person whom this essay at« 
tempts to describe. A man of the right kind 
would say, They will smile, they will laugh» 
will they ? Much good may it do them. I have 
something else to do than to trouble myself' 
about their mirths I do not care if the whole 
neighbourhood were to laugh in a chorus. I 
should indeed be sorry to see or hear such a 
number of fools, but pleased enough to find 
that they- did not consider me as one of their 
stamp. The good to result from my project 
will not be less, because vain and shallow minds 
that cannot understand it, are diverted at it and 
at me. What should I think of my pursuits, if 
every trivial thoughtless being could compre- 
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hend or would applaud them, and of myself, if 
my courage needed levity and ignorance for 
their allies, of cduld shrink at their sneers ? 

I remember, that on reading the account of 
the project for conquering Peru, formed by 
Almagro, Pizarro, and De Luques, while ab* 
horring the principle and the design of the 
men, I could not help admiring the hardihood 
of mind which made them regardless o( scorn. 
These three individuals, before they had ob- 
tained any associates, or arms, or soldiers, or 
a complete knowledge of the power of the 
kingdom they were to conquer, celebrated a 
solemn mass in one of the great churches, as a 
pledge and a commencement of the enterprize, 
amidst the astonishment and contempt eifpres** 
sed by a multitude of people for what was 
deemed a monstrous project. They however 
proceeded through the service, and afterwards 
to their respective departments of preparation, 
with an apparently entire insensibility to all 
this triumphant scorn ; and thus gave the first 
proof of possessing that invincible firmness 
with which they afterwards prosecuted their 
design, till they attained a success, the destruc- 
tive process and many of the results of which 
humanity will for ever deplore. 

Miiton's Abdiel is a noble illustration of the 
courage that defies scorn. 

But in some of the situations where decision 
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bf character is to be evinced, a man will be 
threlsitened.by evils of a darker aspect than dis- 
approbation or contempt. He may apprehend 
.serious sufferings; and very often, to dare as 
far as conscience or a great cause required, has 
b^n to dare to die. In almost all plans of 
^reat enterprize, a man must systematically dis- 
.misi;, at the entrance, every wish to stipulate 
for safety \^ith his destiny. He voluntarily 
treads within the precincts of danger, and 
.though it is possible that he may escape, he 
ought to be prepared with the fortitude of a 
,6elf-devoted victim. This is the inevitable con- 
dition o^ which heroes, travellers or mission^- 
;fies among savage nations, and reformers on a 
grand scale, must commence their career. £i« 
ther they must allay their fire of enterprize, or 
they must hold themselves in readiness to be 
exploded by it from the worldv 

The last decisive eneigy of a rational cou- 
rage, which confides in the Supreme Power, is 
very sublime. It makes a man who intrepidly 
dares every thing that can oppose or attack 
him within the whole sphere of mortality ; who 
would retain his purpose unshaken amidst the 
I'uins of the world; who will still press toward 
his object while death is impending over him. 

It was in the true elevation of this character 
that Luther, when cited to appear at the Diet 
pf Worms, under a questionable assurance of 
K 2 
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safety from hrgb authority, said to his friend/ 
IV ho conjured him not to go, and justly brought 
the example of John Huss, who^, in a similar 
situation, and with the same pledge of protec-^ 
tion, had notwithstanding been burnt alive, 
**^ I am called in the name of God to go, and I 
would go, though I were certain to meet a» 
many devils iff Worms as there are tiles on the 
houses/' i 

A reader>of the Bible will not forget Danief^ 
braving in calm devotion the decriee whiefr 
virtually consigned him to the den of lions ; ikf 
Shadrach Meshach and Abed-nego, saying w 
the tyrant, "We are not careful to answer 
thee in this matter,'^' when the furnace wag in 
sight. 

The combination of these several essential 
principles, constitutes that state of mind, which 
is the supreme requisite to decision of charac- 
ter, and perhaps^ it* most striking distinction^ 
that is, the full agreement of the mind with 
Itself, the co-operation of all its powers and all 
its dispositions^. 

What an unfortunate task it would be for a 
charioteer, wh^ had harnessed a set of horses- 
however strong, if he could not make them 
draw together ; if, while one of them would go 
forward, another was restive, another struggled 
backward, and another started aside. If even 
one of the four were unmanageably perverse, 
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ftrhlle the three were obedient, an aged beggar 
with his crutch might soon leave Phaeton 
behind. So in a human being, unless the chief 
forces act conseoAaneausly, there can be no in- 
flexible vigour, either of will or of execution. 
One dissentient principle in the mind, not only 
deducts so much from the strength and xfiasg of 
Its agency, ^ut counteracts and en^barrasses all 
the rest. If the Judgment holds in low ^stima« 
tioa thajt which yet the passions incline a man 
to pursue, his pursuit will be irregular and in* 
gDDstanl:, though it ijaay have occasional fits oi 
liiimation, when those passions happen to be 
strongly stimulated. If there is an opposition 
between judgment andhabit, though the man will 
probably continue to act mainly under theditec- 
tion of habit in spite of his opinions, yet some^ 
times the intrusion of those opinions will have 
for the mommit an efiect like that of Prosperous 
wand on the limbs of Ferdinand ; and to be alter- 
nately impelled by hs^bit, and <^ecked by opi- 
nion, will be a state c^ vexatious debility. If 
two principal passions sure opposite to each 
t>ther, they will utterly distract the strongest 
mind. The one may be somewhat strongs 
4;han the other, and therefore just prevail barely 
enough to give a feeble impulse to the conduct 
l>f the man; but no powerful impulse can' be 
given, till the disparity of these two rivals b^ 
comes greater, in consequence of the gradual 
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weight of habit, or the reinforcement suppltedl' 
by some new impressions, being added to the 
preponderating passion. The disparity must 
be no less than an absolute predominance of 
the one and subjection of the other, before the 
prevailing passion will have at liberty, if I may 
so express it, any large measure of its force to 
throw activity into the system of conduct. Ifi 
for instance, a man feels at once the love of 
fame which is to be gained only by arduous 
exertions, and an equal degree of the love of 
pleasure which precludes those exertions ; if he 
is ambitious to shew off in splendour, and yet 
anxious to save money ; if he has the curiosity 
of adventure, and yet that solicitude for his 
safety which forbids him to climb a precipice^ 
descend into a cavern, or explore a dangerous 
wild ; if he has the stern will of a tyrant, and 
yet the relentings of a man ; if he has the am-j 
bition which would subdue his fellow-mortals, 
counteracted by the humanity which would 
not hurt them ; we can easily anticipate the 
irresolute contradictory character of his actions* 
Especially if conscience, that great troubler of 
the human breast, loudly declares against a 
man^s wishes or projects, it will be a fatal ene* 
my to decision, till it either reclaim the delin- 
quent passions, or be debauched or murdered 
by them. 

Lady Macbeth may be cited as a harmonic 
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ous character, though the epithet seems strange- 
ly applied^ She had capacity, ambition, and 
courage ; and she willed the death of the king, 
Macbeth had still more capacity, ambition, and 
courage ; and he also willed the murder of the 
jking. But he had, besides, humanity, genero- 
sity, conscience, and some measure of what 
forms the power of conscience, the fear of a Su- 
perior Being. Consequently, when the dreadful 
moment approached, he felt an insupportable 
conflict between these opposite principles, and 
^yhen it was arrived, his utmost courage failed. 
The worse part of his nature fell prostrate under 
the power of the better ; the angel of goodnesa 
arrested the demon that grasped the dagger, and 
would have taken that dagger away, if the pure 
demoniac firmness of his wife, who had none of 
these counteracting principles^ had not shamed 
and hardened him to the deed. 

The poet's delineation of Richard III. gives 
a dreadful specimen- of this indivisibility, if I- 
may so name it, of mental impulse. After his. 
determination was fixed, his whole mind with 
the compactest fidelity supported him in prose- 
cuting it. Securely privileged from all inter- 
ference of jdoubt that could linger, or humanity 
that could soften, or timidjty that could shrink, 
be advanced with a grim concentrated constancy 
trough scene after scene of atrocity, still fulfill- 
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idg his vow to " cut hid way through with » 
bloody axe/' He did not waver while he pur-t 
sued his object, nor relent when he seized it. 

Cromwell (whom I menticm as a parallel, not 
to Richard's depravity, but to his inflexible vi- 
gour] lost his mental consistency in the latter 
end of a career distinguished by as much deci* 
sion as the world ever saw. It appears that the^ 
wish to be a king, at last arose in a mind which 
had execrated royalty, and battled it from the 
land. As far as he really had any republieai^ 
principles, and partialities, this new desire must- 
have been a very uncomplstceQt associate for 
them, and must have produced a schism in the 
breast where all the strong forces of thought 
and passion had acted tiU then in concord. The 
hew form of aipbition became just predominant 
enough to c^ry him by siqiw degrfees through, 
the embarrsussment and the shame of tins incon«^ 
gruity into an it^solute determination to as-^ 
sume the crown ; sa irresolute, that he was re-*, 
duced again to a mortifying indecision by the 
remonstrances of some of his friends,, which he 
could have slighted, and by an apprehension of 
the public disapprobation, which he could have 
braved, if some of the principles of his own 
mind^ had not shrunk or revolted from the de- 
sign. When at last the motives for relinquish- 
ing this design prevailed, it was by so small si 
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degree of preponderance, that his reluctant re^ 
fusal of the offered crown w^ts the voice only of 
half his soul. 

Not only two distinct counteracting passions, 
but one passion interested for two objects, both 
lequally desirable, but of which the one must 
be sacrificed, may annihilate in that instance 
die possibility of determined conduct, I recoK 
lect reading in an old divine, a story from ail 
older historian, applicable to this remark. A fit* 
ther went to the ag^ts of a' tyrant, to endear 
your to redeem his two sons, military men, who 
with some other captives of war were coA 
liemned tp die. He offered, as a ransom, to 
SuiT^ider his pwsi life and a large sum of mo» 
ney, Th^ tyrant's agents who had them ia 
cbatge, informed hini that this equivaleaat 
would be accepted for one <if hisi sons, and finr 
one only, because they should be account^Ue 
for the execution of two persons; he might 
therefore choose which he would redeem. Aq* 
xious to save even one of them thus at tl|6 ex- 
pense of his own life, he yet was unable to de- 
cide which should die, by choosing the oth» 
to live, and remained in the agony of this di- 
lemma so long that they were both irreversibly 
reman^e^ for execution. 
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LETTER V. 

XT were absuvd to suppose that any human be- 
iilg can attain a state of mind capable of acting 
in all instances invariably with the full power 
of determination ; but it is obvious that many 
have possessed a habitual and very command^ 
ing measure of it ; and I am persuaded that 
the preceding remarks have taken account of 
its chief characteristics and constituent pyinci<^ 
pies. A number qf additional ofaserva^tion^ re<» 
main. 

The slightest view of human afiairs shews 
what fatal and ample mischief may be caused 
by men of this character, when misled or wiefe* 
ed. You have but to recollect the conquerors^ 
despots, bigots, unjust conspirators, and signal 
villains of every class, who have blasted society 
by the relentless vigour which could act consis- 
tently and heroically wrong. Till therefore tlie 
virtue of mankind be greater^ there is reason to 
be pleased that so few of them are endowed 
with extraordinary decision. 

When this character is dignified by wisdom 
and principle, great care is yet required in the 
possessors of it to prevent it from becoming 
unamiable. As it involves muoh practical as* 
sertion of superiority over othejr hunfon beings^ 
the manner ought to be as mild and conciliating 
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as possible ; else pride will feel provoked, af* 
fection hurt, and weakness oppressed. But 
this is not the manner which the man whom I 
Am considering, will be naturally most inclined 
to wear. Rather, he will have a maqner of stern- 
ness, reserve, and incompliance. He will have 
the appearance of keeping himself always at a 
distance from social equality; and his friends 
will feel as if their friendship were continually 
sliding into subserviency, while his intimate 
connexions will think he does not attach the 
due importance either to their opinions or* to 
their regard. His manner, when they differ 
from him, Or complain, will be in danger of giv- 
ing the impression of careless inattention, and 
ic^mietiines of disdain. 

When he can accomplish a design in his own 
person alone, he may separate himself to the 
work with the cold self-inclosed individuality 
on which no one has any hold, which seems to 
recognise no kindred being in the world, which 
talces little account of good wishes and kind 
concern, any more than it cares for opposition, 
which seeks neither aid nor .sympathy, and 
which seems to say, I do not want any of you, 
and I«anl glad that I do not ; leave me alone to 
succeed or die. This has a very repellent effect 
on the friends who wished to feel themselves 
of soihe importance, in some way or other, to 
f^ person whom li^y are constrained tp respect. 
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When dsMstanee is iadispensable to his under* 
takings^ his mode of signifyiag it will seem 
mther to cmmnand the co-operaticm thaa to iih 
^te it. 

In consultation, his mson« will indicate that 
when he is equally with the rest in possession 
of the circumstances of the case, he does not at 
all expect to hear any opinimus^ that shdl eor« 
lect his owQ, but is satisfied that either hia 
own conoeption of the subject is the just one» 
or that his own mind must originate that which 
^U be so. This $trikii^ difference will ba 
apparent between him ^^ his associates, that 
ikeir manner of receiving his <^inions is that of 
llgreement or dissent ; his manner of feceiving 
theirs is that of sanction or rejection, He haa 
the tone of authoritatively deciding oq what 
they say, but never of sulmiitting to decision 
what himself F;ays. Their ooiocidence with hia 
views does Qot give him a firmer assurance of 
his .being right, nor their dissent any -other 
impression than that of dieir incspacity to 
judge. U his feeling took the distinct form of 
a reflection, it would be, Mine is the businessi 
of comprehending and de^isii^, and I am here 
to rale this company, and not to consult tke|fai>; 
I want their docility and not theidr ailments t 
I am come, ni»t to seek their co-operation in 
thinkings but to indiice tbeior conciurreace in 
eabecttting what is ^Iro^dy 4%oi4;gbt for ihenw 
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Of course, many suggestions and reasons which 
appear important to those from whom they 
eome, wilt be disposed of by him with a 
trafnsient attention, or a light facility, that wiU 
seeiki very disrespectful to persons who possibly 
hesitate to admit the full persuasion that he is 
a demi-god, and that they we but insects. 
Lord Chatham, in going out of the House of 
Commons, just as one of the speakers against 
him' concluded his speech by emphatically 
Drging what he perhaps rightly thought the 
unanswerable question, ^' fFhere can we find 
means to support such a war ?'' turned round a 
monotent, and gaily replied; <* Gentle shepherd, 
tell me where/' 

Eren the assenting convictions, and practical 
compliances, yielded by degrees to this decisive 
man, may be somewhat undervalued ; as they 
will appear to him no more than simply coming, 
and that perhaps very slowly, to a right ap« 
prehension ; whereas himself understood and 
decided justly from the first, and has been right 
all this while. 

He will be in danger of extending but little 
tolerance to the prejudices, hesitation, and 
timidity, of those with whom he has to act. 
He will say to himself, I wish there were any 
thing like manhood among the beings called 
men ; and that they could have the sense and 
spirit not to let themselves be hampered by so 
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many silly notions and childish fears. Witj^ 
cannot they either determine and proceed with 
some promptitude and vigour, or let me, that 
can, do it for them ? Am I to wait till debility 
become strong, and folly wise ? If ftdl scope be 
allowed to these tendencies, they will make 
even a man of elevated- virtue a tyrant, who, in 
the consciousness of the ri^ht intention, and 
the assurance of the wise contrivance, of his 
designs, will hold himself justified in being 
regardless of every thing but the accomplish- 
ment of them. He will forget all respect fqr 
the feelings and liberties of beings who are to 
be regarded as but a subordinate machinery, to 
be actuated, or to be thrown aside when not 
actuated, by the spring of his (commanding 
spirit. 

I have before asserted that this strong chanuv 

ter may be exhibited with a mildness of man^ 

ner, and that it will thus best secure its efBca-' 

cy. But this mildness must often be at the 

cost of great effort ; and how much considerate 

policy or benevolent forbearance it will require^ 

for a man to exert his utmost vigour in the 

very task, as it will appear to him at the time^ 

f cramping that vigour ! Lycucgus appears to 

ave been a high example of mild patience in 

le firm prosecution of designs which were to 

e effected among a perverse multitude. 

It is probable that the men most di9tinguish«' 
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md for decision, have not, in general, possessed 
a large share of tenderness ; and it is easy to 
imagine that the laws according to which our 
nature is formed, will with great difficulty allovr 
the combination of the refined sensibilities with 
a hardy, never-shrinking, never-yielding con- 
stancy. Is it not almost of the essence of this 
constancy to be free from even the perception of 
such impressions as cause a mind, weak through 
susceptibility, to relax or to waver; just as the 
skin of the elephant, or the armour of the rhi- 
noceros, would scarcely even feel the application 
of a force by which a small animal, with a skin 
of thin and delicate texture, would be pierced 
or lacerated to death ? No doubt, this firmness 
consists partly in overcoming feelings,, but it 
may consist partly too in not having them. To 
be trembUngly alive to gentle impressions, and 
yet to be able'to preserve, when the prosecution 
of a design requires it, an immovable heart, 
amidst even the most imperious causes of sub- 
duing emotion, is perhaps not an impossible 
cpnstitution of mind, but it must be the rarest 
endowment of humanity. 

If you take a view of the first rank of deci- 
sive men, you will observe that their faculties 
have been too much bent to arduous effort, 
their souls have been kept in too military an 
attitude, they have been begirt with too much 
iron, for the melting movements of the heart. 
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Their whole being appeals too much arrogatecl 
and occupied by the spirit of severe design^ 
compelling them to work systematically toward 
same defined end, to be sufficiently at ease for 
the indolent complacency, the soft lassitude, of 
gentle affections, which love to surrender them* 
selves to the present feUcities, forgetful of all 
** enterprises of great pith and moment/' The 
man seems rigorously intent still on his own 
affairs, as he walks, or r^ales, or mingles with 
domestic society; and appears to despise all 
the feelings that will noi take rank with the 
grave labours and decisions of intellect, or coa^ 
lesce with the unremitting passion which is his 
spring of action : he values not feelings which 
he cannot employ either as weapons or as en« 
gines. He loves to be actuated by a passion so 
strong as to compel into exercise the utmost 
force of his being, and fix him in a tone, com* 
pared with which, the gentle afiections, if he 
had felt them, would be ficcounted tameness^ 
and their exciting causes, insipidity. 

Yet we cannot willingly allow that tender^ 
ness is totally incompatible with the most im<* 
pregnable inflexibility ; nor can we help Jbeliev- 
ing that such men as Timoleon, Alfred, and Gus-« 
tavus Adolphus, must have been very fascinating 
domestic associates, whenever the urgency of 
their affairs would allow them to withdraw 
from the interests of statesmen and warriors, to 
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indulge the affections of men : most fascinating, 
ifor, with a relative or friend who had any per- 
ceptions, ill the value of their stronger charac- 
ter would be recognised in the gentler one ; tSe 
taian whom nothing could siibdue,woultf exalt 
the quality t)f the tenderness whick softened 
him to rfecline, ' 

But it were much easier to enumerate a long 
train of ancient and modern names of men who 
liave had tfce dfecisioil without the softneisil. Per- 
haps indeed they have yielded sometim^i to some 
species of lote, ad a mode of ftifftisihg theik 
passion's for an ' interval, till greater eng&g^- 
ftiWnts have summc>ned them into their proper 
element; when they have shewn iiow little the 
Betftiment ever belonged to the heart^ by Ae 
ease with which they could relinquish the tem- 
]porary favo\irite. In other cases, wherfi?*there 
fiave not been the seHish inducements,»which 
this passion supplies, to the exhibition of some- 
thing like tenderness^ and'il^ere they have beerf 
left^ to the pure sympathies of h'limanity aionci 
no rock on tfa^ face dpf the eatth could be Iiar4er« 

The late Celebrated King of Plrti^sia oc€ilra 
to me at thid moment, as a capital instance of 
the decisive tharacter ; and there occurs to me, 
at tbe siMne Jtitue, one of the %jpecdotes of his 
)ifef<« ialpttiii^ t# mafc#|. in Hm night, an im« 

* The authciitjctty of this uMeAot^^ which I read in somf* 
trifling fugittvt public«ili«ii maiif jeaci fince, has been qnc** 
* L 
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portant movement in his camp ^ which yvis invigi^ 
pf th^^nemy, he gs^ve* orders that by eight o'clocl^ 
all the lights in the camp should Ite put outy 
4^ P.^n of death. The n^oment that the time 
was pust, |pe walked out himself to ^e whether 
lall wm^ ^fH^* He found a light m the ten); of 
a Captain Zietern, which he entered^ just ^ 
the officer w» folding up a letter, Zi^ternr 
jca^w hid, smd ifigtairtly fell on his kne^ tO" 
^ntie^. hi$. mercy. Th$f king aske4 io yv)iov^ 
be had ^«eii writing ; he said it was a letter to 
|^if| wifi^, iKh^di he had retained the cjmdl^ 
itf^se ^w minutes beyond the time in order t^ 
finish. ^The king coolly oi^lered him to ^^ 
and write oqp ^ne more^ which he should diiif 
t^. This line if as to inform his wife, witlujial; 
fM3y explafljation, that by such an hour the next 
day, he ^^ft^ld be a dead man. , The letter was^ 
{;h^x^sea^^, and dispatched as it had been i^f 
t§p$^d; d^nd, the next day, the captain w9l^ 
iEsxeputed. I ^y m^ja^ing ^f the justice of tfa^ 
puiUshnEieiit ijsdf ; but thig copl bairbfirity tf 

tioia^ or denied. P^s^ibly enou^ it migiit be one of (tjt 

Ifi^xg^Mse or bo^ half true sWri^ wbieh could not fail to be 

fabrjciited concei1[iiog a man Who mad^^ in his day, so ^eat 

a figure! But, as it does not at all misrepresent the generic 

character of his mind^^ at there are many incontrovertible 

^^S Against him even a mnch greater d^ee^ipf cle* 

melty thaRithiS Miald«te <Wo#d el«iq^ ^ hi^, Ite 

ess of its authenticity does not seem tQ impofli |lif 

for omitting the illustration. 
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Ihe affection both of the officer and h|s wife, 
^m eipiongh to brand the character indelibly. 
Jjt proved how fittjie the philosopher and decH 
$iy0 hero was susceptible of such an affection, 
tm capable <lf Sympathizing with its pains. 

A,t the same time, it is proper to observe, that 
tile case may easily occur, in which a man must 
l>e«esolute to act iu a manner which may make 
him ^ppeir to want the finer feelings. He must 
^ ivbit he knows will cause pain to persons 
Wrho wj^fa^l it severely. He may be obliged to 
^resist tIGectionate wishes, expostulatjpns, en- 
treaties, ajad i»ars. Take tliis jsame instance; 
If t])e wife of Zietern had come to supplicate 
for him, not only the iiemission of the punish- 
inent of death, but an exemp(ion from any 
other severe puni|hment, \«|Rch was perhaps 
justly due to tl^> viojlation of such an order, on 
so important m ^casioQ, it bad then probably 
Jbeen the duty and the virtue ofthe commander 
po deny the moslrilitereaiing suppliant, and tp 
/efist tihe most pathetic appeals which cou^ 
^«fe^b^eami^.$o jlpi^ feelings^ 



LETTER VL 

y ^^lOyS assignable circumstances may coxir 
|Hi||fmj^ f|iuch to cpnfirm the character in ques- 
tion. I shall just notice two or three. 
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• 

And first, opposition. The passions \vhicfc* 
inspirit men to resistance, and sustdl|l them ivt 
it, such as anger, indignatioi), and resentment, 
are evidently far stronger than those which 
have reference to friendly* objects j and if any 
of these strong passions are frequently excited 
by opposition, they infuse a certain qtkality 
into the general temperament of the mind, 
which remains after the immediate excitement 
is past. They continually strengthen tire prirf- 
ciple of re-action ; they put the miflfd inf th^ 
habitual array of defence atid self-assertion, and 
often give it the aspect and the posture of a gla- 
diator, when there appears ho confronting com- 
batant. When these jpassions are felt by the 
man whom I describe, it is probable that eacb 
excitement is followed byt'grcater increase of 
this principle of re-acA>«r than in other mei*^ 
because this restilt is so congenial with his na- 
turally resolute disposition. Let him be op- 
posed then, Jkhrough* the whole couse of M e'Xm 
tended design, or in the general teu&iif of %H' 
actions; and this consts4ll-bf|i»sitidn ^Mflld 
render him the service of an ally by corroborat- 
ing his inflexibility. jSiTirresolute mind indeedi 
might be qnfeUed and subjugated by a formida- 
ble kind of opposition; but (he strong wind 
which blow's out a taperj auga*ents a ^ivor^l 
fire, if there is fuel enough, to an'^'iniii^tfllli 
intensity, - 
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- Ibeliereyou will find in feet that many of 
the individuals^most eminently decisive in con- 
duct, have made their way through oppositioa 
and contest, in which they have acquired bQ|)^ 
a prompt acuteness of faculty, and an inflexibi« 
lity of temper, which even strong minds could 
never have attained in the tame security of fa- 
cile friendly coincidence. Very often however, 
it is granted, the firmness matured by such dis- 
9jipline, is accompanied, in a man of virtue, 
with a Catonic severity, and in a mere man 
^f the world, with an unhum^nized repulsive 
hardness. 

.Desertion is aaother cause which may con- 
vince to consolidate this character. A kind mu^ 
tually reclining dependence, is certainly the hap- 
piest state of human beings ; but this necessarily 
prevents the developemtsnt of some great indi- 
vidual powers which would be forced into ac- 
tion by a state of desertion. I lately noticed, 
with sonie surprise, an ivy, which being pre- 
vented from attaching itself to the rock beyond a 
certain point, had shot off into a bold elastic stem, 
lyith an aijr of as much independence as any 
brailph of oak in the vicinity. So a human being, 
thrown, whether by cruelty, justice, or accident, 
firom all social support and kindness, if he has 
any vigour of spirit, and is not in the bodily 
4^i4!^ty of either childhood or age, will instant- 
ly begia to act fpr himself with a resolution 

i.3 
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which will appear like a new fitculty. •Anrf 4lo 
most abdblute inflexibility is likely to characteri 
ise the resolution of aift individual who is oblig* 
ed to deliberate without consultation, and fc** 
ccute without assistance. He will diadaih tdi 
Concede to beings that havfe rejected him, or M. 
forego a single particle of his desiglis or advan- 
tages for the sakfe of the opinions dr the will of 
all the world. Himself, his pursuits, and his in-< 
terests, are eifnphatically his own. *' The wotld in 
*6t his friend, nor the world's law,** and thete- 
forfe he becomes regardless of every thing but 
its power. 

If this person has but little humanity or prin-i 
cjple, he will become a misanthrope, or perhapwi 
a villain, that will resemble a solitary wild beds* 
of the night, which makes prey of every thing it 
can overpower, and cares for nothing but fire. If 
he is capable of grand conception and enterprize,( 
he may, like Spartacus, make a daring attempt 
against the whole social order of the state where 
Be has been oppressed. If he has great hutoa-* 
nity and principle, he may become one Of the 
noblest of mankind, and display a generous;' 
Tirtue to which society had no clairti, lafttf 
which it is not worthy to reward, if it should 
at last become inclined. No, he will say, give 
your rewards to another ; as it has been no part 
of my object to gain them, they are not neees-* 
sary to my satisfaction. I iiave donff goodt j 
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without ^pecting your gratitude, and without 
^earing for your approbation. If coillcienee and « 
Aiy Creator had fiot been ts^e auspicioti& than 
you, none of these virtues would ever hard 
opened to*the day« When I ought to hme been 
an 4b|liet of y<mv eompassion, I might have 
perished i now^ when y<m MNI can serve your 
intetesis, you will affe^ to acknowledge me 
imd reward me i I Will not accept your rewards* 
K^n eitbei^ ease, virtuous or wicked, the manl 
who has be^ compelled to do without assist* 
ance, will spurn intCfference^ 
* Common life would supply illustrations of the 
effect of desertion. A number of- resolute men 
ilikve become sueh, partly from being left friend-^^ 
hK in early life. The case has also sometimes 
iMppened, that a wife and mother, remarkable 
, {terhaps for gentleness and acquiescence before^ 
has been compelled, after the death of the hus« 
band on whom she depended, and when she 
has met with nothing but neglect or unkindness' 
l^om relatives and those who had been deemed 
friends, to adopt a plan of her own, and has eK-^ 
ecuted it with a resolution which has astonished 
£*ven herself. 

lam sorry that the signal examples which 
occur to my memory under this article, whether 
real or fictitious, are still of the* depraved order. 
I fancy myself to see Marius sitting on the ruins 
of Carthage, where no arch or column that re« 

L 4 
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mained utashaken amidst the desolation, could 
^ present a akrooger image of a firmness beyond 
the power of calamitous events to subdue. Ttim 
rigid constancy which had before distinguished 
his chaiicter, would be aggn^v%ted by his find-i 
ing himself thus an outcast from ail humsS so-« 
ciety ; and he wiMiM proudly thake off every 
sentiment that had evtir for an instant ohaakecl 
his designs by reminding him of sqeial ohligan 
tions. The lonely individual was placed in .t|pv 
alternative of becoming the victim or the anta-t 
gonist of the power, of the jRiG^ir^ While, witH 
a spirit capable of confronting that power, h* 
probablyamidftt those ruins resolved on a great, 
experiment, he would enjoy a kind of siUloiir 
luxury in surveying the dreary situation, ^q4 
recollecting die circumstances of his e^pu^siom^j^ 
since they would seem to him to sanction al^* 
unlimited vengeance, tp present what ha4 been 
his country as th^ pur^ legitimate prize for des- 
perate achievement, aisid to give him a proud 
consequence in heii^ leduced singly to maintaii^ 
a quarrel against the bulk of mankind. He 
would exult that his desolate <;ondition gavif$. 
1 a proof of his possessing a mind which no^ 
^fortunes could repress or intimidate, an4 
t it kindled m animosity intense enough to. 
:e that mind from firm endurance into impe-^ 
>us action. He would feel as if he becamef 
)nger fo? enterprize, in proportion as ^le Ijon 
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tpame more inexorable ; and the sentiment with 
which he quitted his solitude would be, Rome 
expelled her patriot, let her receive her evil 
genius. 

The decision of Satan, in Paradise l-iost, it 
represented as consolidated by his reflections on 
his hopeless banishment fipm heaven, which 
oppress him with sadqess for a inoment, but he 
soon resumes his invincible tone, and utters the 
impious but subliq[ie sentiment, 

^f What matter wheie^ if J be ttill the f^mar* 

You remember how thii^ effect of desertion is 
represented in Charles de Moor. His father'^ 
supposed eruel rejection consigned him irre« 
trievably to the career of atrocious enterprize^ 
in which, notwithstanding the most interesting 
amotions of humanity and tenderness, he perr 
twisted with heroic determination till he con** 
^idered hjs destiny as accomplished. 

Success tends considerably to reinforce thi^ 
<:haracter. It is true that a man possessing it 
in a high degree will not lose it by occasional 
feilure ; for if the failure was caused by some- 
thing entirely beyond the reach of all human 
Icnowledge and ability, he will remember that 
fortitude is the virtue required in meeting un- 
favourable eiirents which in no sense depended 
on him; if by something which might have 
been known and prevented, he will feel that 
HIKin the experience of failure augments his 
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(Competence, by admonishing hia prudertee, and 
Enlarging his understanding. But as all schemes 
Iknd measurea of action have reference to some 
end, and if wise, are correctly adapted to attain 
Chat end, continual failure would shew some* 
thing essentially wrong in a man's system, an(} 
either destroy his ibnfidence, or prove it to be 
mere absurdity ot obstinacy, On the contrary, 
when a man has Ascertained by experiment the 
justness of his calculatiohs and the extent of 
his powers, when he has measured his force 
with various persons, when he has braved and; 
conquered difficulty, and partly seined the prizes- 
be will advance with increasing aiitir^nce ta 
the trials which still aw4k him, 

In some mes whose lives have been spent 
HI constant perils, continued success has pro- 
duced a confidence beyond its rational effect, 
by inspiring a persuasion that the common laws 
cf human affairs Were, in their case, superseded 
by the decrees of a peculiar destiny, securing 
llirem from almost the possibility of disaster. 
and this superstitious feeling, though it has 
displaced the unconquerable resolution fnom its 
rational basis, has yet often produced the most 
wonderful effects. This persuasion dictated 
CsBsar's expression to the mariner who* "Wftft 
terrified at the storm and billows, ^^ What stt 
thou afraid of? Thy vessel carries Caesar/* Thi0l 
idea had some influencre among the intfe{>i# 
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ipken in flie {ifne of the £i)gli# Common^f 

The wilfulness of an obstinate person hf 
gometimes fortified lly some Ihigle instance of 
Remarkable success Jft his tmdertakings, which 
is pfom^tly recalled in every case where his de-? 
cisions are questictoed <^ opptted, as a proof 
that he iftust in thid instance too be right ; es- 
pecially if tbat one success hsi-ppened contrary ta 
your pretficfions, 

I shall only add, and without illustration,' 
that the habit of associating with inferiors^ a* 
Ibong whonf a man can always, and therefore 
does always, tike the lead, is very conducive td 
a subordinate kind of decision of character. 
You may see this exemplified any day in an ig- 
liorsltit country 'squire among his vassals ; espe^ 
cially if he wears the superadded majesty of 
Justice of the Peace. 

In viewing the characters and actions of the 
flien who have possessed the supfeme degree of 
the quality which I have attempted to describe, 
one cannot but ^ish it were possible to know 
bow much. of this Slstotiishing superiority was 
cireated by the circumstances in which they 
Were pldKed; but it seems inevitable to believe 
that thefe waa sotne vast difference frotn ordi- 
nary men in the very structure of the mind, Iti 
pbservitig lately a man who appeared too vacant 
almost to think of a purpose, too indifferent to 
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repolve tipoiiit, and too sluggi^ to .execute if 
if he had resolved, I was distinctly struck yfiij§ 
the idea of the difference between him and 
Marius, of whoit I hapnened to h^ve beec( 
thinking ; and I felt it utteify beypqd my power 
to believe that any circumstances on eprth^ 
though ever so yerfectjiy combined and adapted^ 
would have produced in this, man, if placedl 
ynder their fullest influence from his childhood^ 
any resemblance (beyond perhaps a diminutiv^ 
kind of re^n^e and crudty) of the fqrmidablQ 
Roman ^ 

It is needless to discuss, whet^r a person 
who is practically evinced, at thp age of matu- 
rity, to want the stamina of this charactef^ can^ 
by any process, acquire it. Indeed s^cb % 
person cannot have sufficiejnt force of mfl tq 
make the complete experiment. If there is the^ 
unconquerable will that would persist to. seize 
all possible means, and apply them in order to 
attain such an end, it wojuild prove the existencQ^ 
already of a high* degree of the character sought ; 
and if there is not this will, how then is th^ 
supposed attainment possible ? 

Yet though it is improbable that a very irre- 
solute man can ever become a habitus^ly deci- 
sive one, it should be obsierved, that as there 
are many degrees of determined character, and 
some very defective ones, it might be possible 
to apply a discipline which should advance a 
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tlian from the first degree to the second, and 
%om that to the third, and how much further I 
t^aiiDot tell; 'tte may try. I have but a very 
impetfect conl?eption of the discipline ; I will 
suggest a hint or two- 
^ And in the first place, the indispensable 
necessity of a clear and comprehensive know- 
ledge of the concerns before us, seems tcA> 
obvious for remark ; and yet pertiajH no man 
lias been sufficiently sensible of it, till be has 
been placed in circumstance* which forced him 
to act, before he had time, or after he had made 
ineflfectual effofcfs, to obtain the needful infer** 
mation. The pain of haviilg brought things lib 
itn untortunatd Tssue, Is hardly greater than that 
of }>roceeding in the coitecious ignorance which 
tontinually threatens such aif issue. While 
t'fiiis proceeding under the constrainMf of neces* 
sity, and without plan or guide, a man looks 
Ground for information as eagerly as a beniglltei 
wanderer wodld for the light of a hunmn dwell- 
ing. He perha|te labouitf to recal what lA 
thinlcs he 6nce' heard or read in relation to a %u 
%ilaEr sitttatfoii, without dreaming, at the time 
fie'lf^ard or read it, thatt^ch instruction could 
ever bn of importance to him ; and is distressed 
toiind that he cannot a<?curately recollect lY. 
He wotflU give a Considerable sum, if soifce 
particular BO6I1 coold be brouglit to him at the 
instant He thinks how many people know, 
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M(ithout its being of any use to tl^em, ex^clty 
what could ^e of such important service 4o jbi^p^ 
jf he could know it. In som€i«ase9, a Hj^^^ 
sentence) a mofiosyUable of affirn^ipg or df^iijg^ 
or a momentary sight of an object, ^wuld he 
inexpressibly valuable and welcogle. And he 
fesolves that if he can once happily escape &op 
the present difficulty^ he will apply hioiself da|r 
and nig^ to obtain knowledge rather than hp 
so involved and harassed again. It might evefi 
be of service to liave been oecasiotially forc§i 
tp ^(;t under the disadvantage of conscious igno« 
rance» if die affair was pjot ve^jr impprtant, nor 
Ae consequence ^y injurious, as an effectusd 
lesson on the «ee|3Sij(y^ pi knowledge i« orde^ 
jto decision eitRef ef plan or execution. . H fe 
indeed a most extreme case that will compel a 
(^onsidera^ man to act without knowledge ; ytt 
he may often, be necessitated to pro<;;eed t<> 
'action, when^ is sensible his information i^oe|( 
not extend t# the whole of the doo^em in which 
h^ ia going to conypit himaiif A^A.in thifi 
case, he wjll feel no little ui|pasinMS^ evey 
whjile transacting thsi^ part of it in whid|| hji 
knowledge is competent, whonhe looks forward 
to the point whece that knowledge terminates ; 
unless he is conscious of a very prompt faculty 
of catching infprmation at tfie moment that hf 
wants it for use^ as Indians set out on a long 
journey with but a small stock of provision, 
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l^eotuse thi^y are certain that their bows ot 
guns will procure it by the way. It is one of 
the ni0egt npints of wisdom to decide how 
much less than complete knowledge, in any 
question of practical interest, will warrant ^^ 
m^n to venture on an undertaking, in the pre* 
^umpti^n |||t the deficiency 4vill be supplied 
In time to pf^vent either perplatity or disaster* 
A thousand famiUar iu^tances show the e#ect 
jpf perfect knowledge on determins^tion. An ar^ 
tkfiXi ma^y be said ||i^ti(!ecisive as to the laode 
pf^ woiicing «L pie^e of iron or wood, because he 
is eertaia of tjie proper process and the eSectf 
A in^u pi^i^tly acquainted with the intricate 
|^th3 of i dhjlf iett selects the right psTh wiU| 
fL aati^fi^d i9^t§/)|j|iueous promptitude ; while « 
ttrtngw w^ ||^ only $oxAe very vague inf<ir« 
lapatioiv is ]p^ in perplexity. It is easy |o itoat 
giue wba^a OMO^ber of circumstfinces may oc« 
pur ifi the course pf a life or even of a year, m 
which t )nan cannot thus readily determine, and 
^us cojafi^ently proceeds without an extent aii4 
an^xactoef^ of knowledge wjjiich fiaw persons 
P^ve application enough to acquire4 
^ hx conn^ion with the necessity of know* 
^^ef I woi})d suggest the importance of culti* 
taivim, with the ^utmost effort, a conclusive 
manntf of reasoning. In the first place, let thf 
yenerai course of thinking be reasoning ; for i( 
should be remembered that this name does not 
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belong to a series of thoughts and fancies which 
follow one another ^thout deduction or depend 
dence, and which can therefore no more bring' 
« subject to a proper issue, than a number of 
separate links will answer the mechiinical pufw 
pose of a chain. The conclui^ion which termW 
nalps such a series, does not dese^ the name 
of remit, since it has little more than a casual 
coninexion with what went before ; the conclu- 
sion might as well have taken place^t an earlief 
point of the train, or have bj^ deferred till that 
train had been extended mwAi furAer. Instead 
of having been busily employed in Alis kind of 
Ai#king, for perhaps many hours, d man mTght 
as well fiave been sleeping *ll the time, since 
tte single thought which is ttow % determm^ 
iifs conduct, might have happetie<i to be the first 
tboiight that occurred to him on ^wa^ilig. It 
only happens to occur to him now f ft d^s not 
foMow from what he has been thinking all these 
hours; at least, he cannot prove that some othef 
thoufht might not just as properly have come Hi 
its place, at the e»d of this long series. It is easjf 
to see how feeble that determination is likely t^ 
be, 'which is foiroed on so narrow a ground as 
the last accidental idea that comes into tbii 
mind, or on so loose a ground as thid crude tm* 
combined assemblage of ideas. Iftdfeerf it id 
difficult to form a determination at all oh sudi 
slight gfound. A man delays, and waits fbt 
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*«ome more satis&ctory thought to occur tb 
him ; and perhaps he has iKxt waited long, be- 
fore an idea arises in his mind of a quite cod* 
trary tendency to the last. As this additional 
idea is not, more than that which precluded it, 
the result of any process of reaioning, nor 
brings with it any aiguments, it is likely to give 
place soon to another, and still another; and 
they are all in succession of equal authority, 
f hat is, of none. If at last an idea occi!irs to 
him which seems of cohsiderable authority, fa^ 
may here make a stand, and adopt his resolu^ 
tion, with firmness, as he thinks; and commence 
tli^ execution. But still, as be cannot #ert/^ 
the authority of the principle which has detet'* 
mined him, hk resolution is likely to prov^ 
treacherous and evanescent in any serious trial. 
A principle so little defined and established by 
sound reasoning, is not terra firma for a man to 
trust himself upon ; it is only as a slight in- 
erustatioH on a yielding el^nent ; it is like the 
sand on the surface of the lake Serbonis, which 
broke away under the unfortunate army which 
had begun to advance on it, mistaking it for 
solid ground. — ^These remarks may seem to re*- 
fer only to a singie instance of deliberation ; but 
tbey are equally applicable to all the deiibera^ 
tions and undertakings of a man's life: the same 
closely comlected manner of thinking, which is 
&o necessary to give firmness of determination 

M 
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,and of conduct in a particular instance, wiQ, 
if habitual, greatly contribute to form a decisivis. 
character. 

Not only shoiild thinking be thus reduced, 
by a rigid discipline, to a train, in which all 
the parts at once depend upon and support one 
another, but also this train should be followed 
on to a full conclusion. It should be held as 
an absolute law^ that the question must be dis«* 
posed of before it is let alone. The mind m%^ 
cwry on this accurate process to some lengdi^ 
and' then stop through indolence,, or divert 
through levity; but it can never possess that 
rational confidence in its opinions which is re*> 
quisite to the character in question, till it is 
conscious of acquiring them from trains of rea^ 
soning which are completely followed to their 
result. The habit of thinking thus completely 
is indispensable to the character in general.; 
and in any particular instance^ it is found that 
short pieces of trains of reasoning, though con 
rect as far as they go, are inadequate to qualify. 
a man for the immediate concern. They are 
besides of little value for the assistance of fu« 
ture thinking ; because from being left thus in- 
complete, they are but slightly retained by the 
mind, and soon sink away ; in the same man- 
ner as walls left unfinished speedily moulden 

After these remarks, 1 should take occasion 
to observe, that a vigorous exercise of thought 
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may sometimes for a while seem to increase 
€he difficulty of decision, by discovering a great 
number of unthought-of reasons for a measure 
and against it, so that even a discriminating 
mind may during a short space find itself in the 
state of the magnetic needle under the equator. 
But no case in the world can really have this 
perfect equality of opposite reasons, nor will it 
long appear to have it, in the estimate of a 
clear and strongly exerted intellect, which after 
some time will ascertain, though the difference 
js small, which side of the question has twenty, 
and which has but nineteen. 

Another thing that would powerfully assist 
toward complete decision, both in the particu* 
lar instance, and in the general spirit of the 
character, is for a man to place himself in a 
situation like that in which Caesar placed his 
soldiers, when he burnt the ships which brought 
them to land. If his judgment is really decid- 
ed, let him commit himself irretrievably by 
doing something which shall compel him to do 
more, which shall necessitate him to do all. 
If a man resolves as a general intention to he 
a philanthropist, I would say to him. Form 
some actual plan of philanthropy, and begin 
the execution of it to-morrow, (1 should say to- 
day^) so explicitly, that you cannot relinqjuish 
it without becoming despicable even in your 

M 2 
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own estimation. If a man would be a hero, let 
him, if it is possible to find a good cause in 
anns, go instantly to the camp. If a man 
would be a traveller through distant countries, 
let him actually prepare to set off. Let him 
not still dwell, in imagination, on moUntainSi 
rivers, and temples, but give directions about 
his remittances, his clothes, or the carriage^ or 
the vessel, in which he is to go« Ledyard sur« 
prised the official person who asked him hour 
soon he could be ready to set off for the inte« 
rior of Africa, by replying promptly and firmly, 
" To-morrow/* 

Again, it is highly conducive to a manly 
firmness, that the interests in which it is exert^* 
ed, should be of a dignified order, so as to give 
the passions an ample scope, and a nobie ob« 
ject. The degradation that should devote these 
passions to mean and tpivial pursuits, would in 
general, I should think, likewise debilitate their 
energy, and therefore preclude strength of cha* 
racter. 

And finally, if I would repeat that one should 
think a man*s own conscientious approbation 
of his conduct must be of vast importance to 
his decision in the outset, and his persevering 
constancy, I must at the same time acknow- 
ledge that it is astonishing to observe how many 
of the eminent examples have been very wicked 
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men. Th^se mtist certainly be deemed also 
examples of the original want, or the deprava- 
tioQ, or the destruction, of the moral sense. 

I am sorry, and I attribute it to defect of 
memory, that a greater proportion of the illus- 
trations which I have introduced, are not as 
conspicuous for goodness as for power. It is 
qielancholy to contemplate beings, whom our 
imagination represents as capable, (when they 
possessed great external means in addition to 
the force of their minds,) of the grandest utility, 
capable of vindicating each good cause which 
has languished in a world adverse to all good- 
uess, and capable of intimidating the collective 
vices of a nation or an age — ^becoming them- 
selves the very centres and volcanoes of those 
vices; and it is melancholy to follow them in 
serious thought, from this region, of which not 
all the powers and difficulties and inhabitants 
together could have subdued their adamantine 
resolution, to the Supreme Tribunal where that 
resolution must tremble and melt away. 
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On the Application of the JEpithet Bomantic. 
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ESSAY III. 

On th^ Application of the Epithet JRomantic. 
LETTER L 



My dear Friend^ 

A THOUGHTFUL judge of gentiments, 
books, and men, will often find reason to re- 
gret that the language of censure is so easy and 
so undefined. It costs no labour, and needs 
no intellect, to pronounce the words, foolish, 
stupid, dull, ' odious, absurd, ridiculous. The 
weakest or most uncultivated mind may there- 
fore gratify its vanity, laziness, and malice, all 
at once, by a prompt application of vague con- 
demnatory words, where a wise and liberal man 
would not feel himself warranted to pronounce 
without the most deliberate consideration, and 
where such consideration might perhaps termi- 
nate in applause. Thus the most excellent 
performances, whether in the department of 
thinking or of action, might be consigned to 
' M 4 ^ 
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contempt, if there were no better judges, on 
the authority of those who could not even un- 
derstand them. A man who wishes some de- 
cency and sense to prevail in the circulation of 
opinions, will do well, when he bears these de» 
cisions of ignorant arrogance, ta call for a pre- 
cise explication of the manner in which the 
terms apply to the subject. 

There is a competent number of words for 
this use of cheap censure ; but though a man 
deems himself to be giving no mean proof of 
sagacity in this confident reidiness to condemn* 
even with this impotence of language, he may 
however have a certain cotisciousness that 'there 
is, in some other minds, a keen dexterity whiob 
would find e^pir^ssions to bite harder than thQ 
word9» dull, stupid, and ridiculous, which he 
is repeating many times to popipensate for the 
incapacity of hitting off the right thing at onqe. 
These vague epithets describe nothing) discri- 
minate nothing; they express no species, are 
as applicable to tea thousand things as to this 
one, and he has before employed them on a 
numberless diversity of subjects. But he ean 
perceive that censure or contempt has the 
smartest effect, when its expressions have an 
appropriat^peculi^]rity, which adapts them more 
precisely to the present subject tha||[iJ;o another* 
tnd he is therefore not quite satisfied with the 
expressions which ssty " about it and about it," 
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Jbtttdo not say the thing itself; which radier 
j^he^w his qyischievous will than prove his mis*- 
jchievous power. He wante words and phrases 
which would m&ke the edge of his clumsy 
meaning fall just where it ought- Yes, he wants 
DTords ; for his meaning is sharp, he knows, if 
only the words would come. Discriminative 
censure must be conveyed, either in a sentence 
which expresses some marked and acute turn 
of thought, instead of simply applying an epl* 
tbet, or in an epithet so specifically sppro^ 
priat^, that the single word is sufficient to Ibi 
the condemnation by the mere precision witli 
which it describes. But as the censurer perhaps 
cannot succeed in either of these ways, he is 
willing to seek some other resource. And he 
may often find it in cant terms, which have a 
more^piteful force, and seem to have more par- 
ticularity.of meaning, than plain common words, 
without needing any shrewdness for their appli^ 
cation« Each of these is supposed to denonu- 
nate some one qlass or character of scorned or 
reprobated things, but leaves it so imperfectly 
defined, that dull nialice may venture to assign 
to the class ady thing which it would desire to 
throw under the odium of the denomination. 
Such words serve for a mode of collec#ve exe- 
cution, somewhat like the vessels which, in a 
season of oiftrage in a neighbouring country, 
received a promiscuous crowd of reputed cri* 
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minals, of unexamined arid dubicm» similarfty'^ 
find were then susk ro tiie flood. You cannot 
weader tbat such compendious- wonls of decr^ 
SUHI5. whidi can give quick vent to crude iiin 
paldent censure, emit plenty of antipathy in a 
few syllables, and save the condemner the dif^ 
ficulty of telling exactly what he wants t&^ 
wmeaKir should have had an extensive circu^^ 
lation. 

Furitan was, doubtless*, welcomed as a ferm 
of most lucky invention, when k began to be 
applied in contempt to a elasff of men, of whom 
llie world was not worthy.. Its peculiarity gave 
kt almost such, an advantage sA that of a proper 
iiame„ among the lamber of common words by 
which they were described and reviled ; while 
yet it meant any thing, every thing, which the 
varin world disliked in the devout chafticter. 
To the more sluggish it saved, and to the more 
loquacious it relieved, the labour of endlessly 
repeatii^^ ^^ demure rogues,'' ^ sanctimonious 
pretenders,** ••* formal hypocrites." 

This term has long since lost ite point, and 
is ahuost forgotten ; but some word of a simi- 
lar cast waa indispensably necessary to the vul-- 
gar of both kinds. The vain and malignant 
spirit wllich had decried the elevated piety of 
the Puritans, sought M>out (as Milton describes 
the wicked one in Piuradise) for some conve-* 
nient form in which it mi^t again, come forth 
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^o hiss at zealous christiataity, and in anoth^ 
lacky moment fell on the tenn MethoMsL If 
there is no sense in the word, as now applied:^ 

^here seems however to be a great deal of apti- 
tude and execution. It has the advantc^e of 
being comprehensive as a general denomination* 

, and yet opprobrious as a special badge, for 
every thing that ignorance and folly may xiM^ 
take for fanaticism, or that malice may wilfully 
lassign to it. Whenever a grave foriBalist feeb 
it his duty to sneer at those operations of rdi- 
gion on the passions, which he never felt, he 

. has only to call them methodistical ; and not* 
withstanding thfit the word is both so trite and so 
vague, he feels as if he had uttered a^ood pun- 

. gent things. There is satiric smartness in the 

, word, though th^re be none in the man. In 
def|^lt of keen faculty in the mind, it is .de- 
lightful thus to find scmiething that will do as 
well, ready bottled up in odd terms. It is not 
less convenient to a profligate, or a coxe(Mxdi» 
whose propriety of. character is to be supported 
by laughing indiscriminately at religion in eveiy 
fprqi ; the one, to evince that his course is not 
sapped by conscience, the other, to make the 
best advantage of his instinct of catching at 
impiety as a substitute for sense. The word 
Methodism so readily sets aside all religion as 
superstitiofs folly, that they pronounce it with 
an air as if no more needed to be said. Such 



Digitized 



by Google 



172 ON THE APrLICAXIOK or 

terms hare a pleasant fecility of throwing aira^ 
the matter in question to scorn, without anj 
trouble of making a definite Jntetligibl^' charge 
of extragavani^ or delusiom and attempting to 
prove it. 

In politics, JaeobinismhzBi of late years, been 
the brand by which all sentiments alluding to 
the principles of liberty, in a way that could be 
taken to censure the measures of the ascendent 
party in the State, have been consigned to exe<» 
csation. What a quantity of noisy seal would 
have been quashed m dead silence, if it had 
Usen possible to enforce the substitution of 
statements and definitions for this unmeaning^ 
vulgar, but most efficacious term of reproach. 
What a number of persons have vented the 
•uper-abundance of their loyalty, or their ran* 
coiir, by means of this and two or three si^lar 
words, who, if by some sudden lapse of meme^ 
they had lost these two' or three words, and a 
few names of persons, would have looked round 
witii an idiotic vacancy, totally at a loss what 
was th€ subject of their anger or their approba- 
tioo. One may here c^tch a glimpse of the 
pottcy of men of a superior class, in employing 
tiiese terms as much as the vulgar, in order to 
ke^ them in active currency. If a rude popu* 
lace, whose understandings they despise, and 
do not wish to jmprove, could liot^ excited 
and kept up to loyal animosity, but by means 
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ef a dear comprehension of what they were to 
oppose, and why, a pcditical party would hwn 
but feeble hold on popular zeal, and might 
irocj^rate, and intrigue^ and fret itself to no4 
thing* But if a single word can be made the 
^ymbcd of all that is absurd and execrable, so 
that the very sound of it shall irritate the pas- 
sions of diis ignorant and scorned^ multitude, a» 
dbgs have been taught to foatk at^he name of m 
neighbouring tyrant, it is a commodious thing 
for managing these passions to serve the interests 
of those who despise, while they Hatter, their 
duped auxiliaries. The popular passions are the 
imps and demons of the political conjuror^ ao# 
he can raise them, as other coojuiors aSed; to 
do theirs, by terms of gibberish^ 

The epithet romantic has obviously no sirnKt 
larit^ to these words in its coinage, but it i« 
coAsiderably like them in the mode and effect 
of its applicatioou For having partly quitted 
the rank of phun epithets, it has become a con- 
vBnient exploding word, of more special derid* 
>^ dignificanee than the other w<Mrds of its or* 
der, such a» wild, extravagant, visionary. It is 
a standard expression of contemptuous dispatch, 
which you have often heard pronounced with a 
Tery self-complacent air, that said, " How much 
wiser I am than some people,^' by the indolent 
and inanimate on what they deemed impracti^. 
«able, by the apes of prudence on what they 
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accounted foolishly adventurous, and by the 
slaves of custom on what startled them as sifigu- 
tar. The class of absurdities which it denomi* 
nates, is left so undefined, that all the views and 
^ntiments which a narrow cold mind could nor 
fike or understand in aa ample and fervid one, 
might be referred hither; and yet the word' 
seems to discriminate their character so conclu**- 
sively as to put them out of argument. Witb 
this cast of significance, and vacancy of sense, 
it is allowed to depreciate without being ac- 
eoumtabie ; it has the license of a parrot, to cM 
names without being taxed with insolence* And 
when any sentiments are decisively stigmatized 
with this denomination, it would require con* 
stderable courage to rescue and defend them ; . 
for as the epithet roman^sV is always understood 
to deny sound reason to whatever it i^ fixed 
upon, the advocate may expect tO; be himself 
enrolled amoiig the heroes of whom Don Quixote 
is the time immemorial conunander-in-chief. At 
least he may be assigned to that class- which 
occupies a dubious frontier space between the 
rational and the insane. 

If however the suggestions and sketches 
which I had endeavoured to exhibit as interest- 
ing and practicable, were attempted to be turned 
into vanity and " thin air*' by the enunciation 
of this epithet, I would say. Pray now what do- 
you mean by romantic ? Have you, as you pro* 
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soQnce it, any precise conception in your miftd, 
which you can giye in some other words, and 
then distinctly fix the <:harge? Oris this a 
word, which, because it is often used in tome 
«uch way as you now use it, may be left to tell 
4ts owa meaning better than the speaker knows 
liow to explain it? Or perhaps you mean that 
the ideas which I am expressmg, associate in 
your mind with the fantastic images of romance, 
and that you cannot help thinking of enchanted 
castles, encounters with giants, solano exor* 
cisms, fortunate surprises, knight and wizards, 
dragons and griffins. tTou cannot exactly dis- 
tinguish what the absurdity in my notions tsi, 
Jbnt you fancy what it is like. You therefore 
<:ondemn it, not by giving a definition, but by 
applying an epithet which assigns it to a class 
of things already condemned ; for evidently the 
^ithet should signify a resemblance to what we 
have condemned in the works of romance. Well 
then, lake adr^tage of thid resemblance, to 
bring your censure into a discriminative fornu 
Explain with precision the chief points in which 
the absurdity of the works of romance has ccm* 
jsisted, and then shew how the^^me distinctions 
characterize my m^ions or schemes^ I will then 
renounce at once all my visionary follies, and 
be henceforward at least a very sober, if I can- 
not be a very rational man. . , 
' The great general distinction of tlhose "cyprks 
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has been the ascendency of imagination over 
judgment. And the description is correct as 
applied to the books, eren if the writers of them 
had the best judgments in the world. If they 
chose, for their amusement, to lay a sound judg* 
ment awhile to rest, to stimulate their imagina- 
tion to the wildest extravagances, .and to write 
them as they went on, the book would be nearly . 
the same thing as if produced by a mind in 
which sound judgment had no place ; it would 
be z practical ascendency of imagination, though 
not a necessary one. It was a diflferent case, if 
n writer kept his judgment active, amidst these 
extravagances, for the very purpose of manage 
ing and directing them to some particular end, 
of satire or sober truth. Qut however, the 
romances of the ages of chivalry and the pre^ 
ceding times, were not composed in either of 
these states of the understanding. They w^e 
the productions neither of men who, possessing 
a strong judgment,, chose formally to forego its 
exercise, in order to riot awhile in scenes of ex- 
travagant fancy, only keeping that judgment so 
far awake as to retain a continual consciousness 
in what degree they were extravagant ; nor of 
men who were dexterously aiming at solne in^-^ 
tellectual or moral purpose. It is evident that 
their minds were und^r the real and permanent 
ascendency of imagination ; and though they 
must have perceived that the operations of this 
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faculty went to an excess in some of its wildest 
flights, yet it might reach a very great degree 
of extravagance without their being cqnscious 
of any excess at all. They did not perceive any 
want of consistency and probability in descrip^ 
tions of objects, and narrations of actions, which 
*i sound judgment would have convicted of 
monstrous absurdity. This great mental defect 
was also a distinction of the s^e in which they 
wrote. The understanding of Cervantes clearly 
«aw the whole extent of this mental defect ia 
the writers and the age, and represented and 
corrected it by exhibiting a specimen of a still 
more ludicrous and excessive prevalence of imar 
gination over judgment Serious romance was 
however in some form to be retained, and has 
been the work of many writers who were'not 
altogether beguiled out of their understanding 
by their fancy. Yet still it has j'etained a mea^ 
sure of its ancient character ; it would not be 
romance without such a degree of the marvellous 
as a cool judgment with dilfficulty admits to be 
probable or possible. The ascendency of imagi- 
nation over judgment therefore, as being the 
great distinction of these works, must be, in 
human character also, the foundation of whatr 
ever is justly denominated romantic. A man 
possessing so strong a judgment, and so subor- 
dinate a fancy, as Dean Swift, would hardly 
iiave been made romantic, if he had lived amidst 

N 
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the pomp and adventures of chivalry, and stu-* 
died all the books in Don Quixote's library. 

The absence of that clear understanding which 
precludes every romantic tendency, by discerning 
things as they really are, does not necessarily 
produce a romantic character, since imagination 
may be deficient also; and this double and 
equal deficiency produces mere dulness. But 
it is obvious that a weak judgment may be ac^ 
companied by a great force of that faculty which 
can powerfully assert itself even, in childhood, 
in dreams, and in the state of insanity. 

An understanding which might not, if com« 
hined with less imagination, exactly deserve the 
imputation of debility, may yet be practically 
reduced to this state-by a disproportionate ima- 
gination, which continually invades its sphere, 
and takes every thing out of its hands. And 
then the case is made worse by the unfortunate 
circumstance, that the exercise of the faculty 
•which should be repressed, is incomparably 
more easy and delightful, than of that which 
ishould be promoted. Indeed the term exercise 
-is hardly applicable to the activity of a faculty 
which can be active without efibrt, which is so 
fiir from needing to be stimulated to its works 
of magic, that it often scorns the most serious 
injunctions to forbear. It is not exercise, but 
indulgence; and even minds possessing much 
of the power of understanding, may be disposed 
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to imdeji^o but litde of the labour of it, when 
amidst the ease of deepest indolence they can 
te^el in the activity of a more animating em- 
pldymetit. Imagination may be indulged till it 
usurp atfi entire ascendency over the mind, and 
then every subject presented to that mind will 
excite imagination, instead of understanding, to 
work; imagination will throw its colours where 
the intellectual faculty ought to draw its lines ; 
imagination will accumulate metaphors where 
reason ought to deduce arguments ; images will 
take the place of thoughts, and scenes of dis-» 
quisitions. The whole mind may become at 
length something like a hemisphere of cloudw 
Bcenery, filled with an ever-moving train of 
changing melting forms, of every colour, min- 
gled with rainbows, meteors, and an occasional 
gleam of pure sun-light, all vanishing away, the 
mental like thi^ natural imagery, when its hour 
is up, without leaving any thing behind but the 
wish to recover the vision. And yety the while, 
this series of visions may be mistaken for ope- 
tations of- thought, and each cloudy image be 
admitted in the place o{ a proposition or a 
reason ; or it may even be mistaken for Some- 
thing sublimer than thinking. The influence 
of this habit of dwelling on the beautiful falla- 
cious forms of imagination, will accompany the. 
inind into the most serious speculations, or 
rather musings, on the real world, and what is 

N 2 



Digitized 



by Google 



190 ON THE iJPFtICATI0» or 

to be done in it, and expected; as the image, 
which the eye acquires from looking at any daa- 
ling object, still appears before it wherever it 
turns. The vulgar materials that constitute the 
actual economy of the world, will rise up to its 
sight in fictitious forms, which it cannot diten* 
' chant into plain reality, nor will even suspect 
to be deceptive. It cannot ^o about with sober 
rational inspection, and ascertain the natiire and 
value of all things around it. Indeed such a 
mind is not disposed to examine, with any care^^ 
ful minuteness, the real condition of things. It 
b content with ignorance, because environed 
with something more delicious than such know*^ 
ledge, in the Paradise which imagination creates. 
In that Paradise it walks delighted, till some 
imperious circumstance of real life call it thence, 
and gladly escapes thither again when the avo- 
cation is past. There, every thing is beautiful 
and noble as could be desired to form the resi* 
dence of an angel. If a tenth part of the fdici- 
ties that have been enjoyed, the ^reat actions 
(hat have been performed, the beneficent insti* 
tutions that have been established, and the 
beautiful objects that have been seen, in that 
happy region, could have been imported into 
this terrestrial place — what a delightful thing, 
my dear friend, it would have been to awake 
each morning to see such a world once more. 
It is not strange that a faculty, of which the 
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exerci&e is so easy and bewitching, and the 
scope infinite^ should obtain a predominance 
over understanding, especially in young persons^ 
and in those who have been brought up, like 
Rasselas and his companions, in a state of 
seclusion from the sight and experience of the 
world. Indeed a considerable vigour of imagina^ 
tion, though it be at the expence of a frequent 
predominatiee over juvenile understandings 
teems even necessary, in early life, to cause a 
generous expansion of the passions by giving 
the most lively aspect to the objects by which 
Ihey ought to be interested. It may also con- 
Iribute to prepare the mind for the exercise of 
that faith which converses with unseen objects^ 
but converses with them through the medium 
of those ideal forms in which imagination pre- 
sents them, and in which only a strong imagina* 
tion can present them impressively ♦. And I 
fliiould deem it the indication of a character not 
destined to excel in the liberal, the energetic^ 
or the devout qualities, if I observed in the 

* The Divine Being is the only one of these objects which 
a christian would wish it possible to contemplate without the 
aid of imagination -, and every reflective man has felt how 
dtftcult it is to apprehend even this object without the inter- 
▼ention of ao image. In thmking of the transactions and 
personages of history*, the final events of tisie foretold ' by 
prophecy, the state of good men in another worlds the supe- 
rior ranks of intelligent agents> &c. he has often had occasion 
to wish his imagination much more vivid. 

N3 
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youthful age a close coofinement of thought to 
bare truth and mioute accuracy, with an entire 
aversion to the splendours and occasional am* 
plifications and excursions of fancy. This 
opinion is warranted by instances €^ persons so 
distinguished in youth, who have become sub«» 
sequently very sensible indeed, but dry, Cold, 
precise, devoted to detail, and incapable of being 
carried away one moment by any inspiration of 
the beautiful or the sublime. They seem to 
have only the bare intellectual stamina of the 
human mind, without the addition of what is to 
give it life and sentiment. They give one an 
impression similar to that made by the leafless 
trees which you remember our observing in . 
winter, admirable for the distinct exhibition of 
their branches and minute ramificatioqs so clearly 
defined on the sky, but destitute of all the green 
soft luxury of foliage wh^ch is requisite %q ms^ke 
a perfect tree. And even the affections exist-^ 
ing in such minds seem to have a bleak abode^ 
somewhat like those bare deserted nests which 
you have often seen in such, trees. 

If indeed the signs of this exclusive under- 
standing indicated also such an extraordinary 
degree of it, as to promise a very great mathe- 
matical or metaphysical genius^ one would per- 
haps be content to forego some of the ikculties 
and qualities which form a complete mind, for 
the sake of this pre-eminence of one of its dia- 
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tinctions; even though the person were to be 
so defective in sentiment and fancy, that, as the 
story goes of an eminent mathematician, he 
could read through a most animated epic poem, 
and on being asked what he thought of it, gravely 
r^plyj " What does it prove ?" But the want 
of imagination is never an evidence, and perhaps 
but rarely a concoinitant, of superior under- 
standing. 

Imagination may be allowed the ascendency 
in early youth ; the case should always be re* 
versed in mature life ; and if it is not, a man 
should consider his mind as either unfortunately 
jconstructed, or unwisely disciplined. The lat- 
ter indeed is probably true in every such in* 
stance. 



LETTER II, 

X HE ascendency of imagination operates in 
various modes ; J will endeavour to distinguish 
those which may justly be called romantic. 

The extravagance of imagination in romance 
has very much consisted in the display of a 
destiny and course of life totally unlike the 
common condition of mankind. And you may 
have observed in living individuals, that one of 
the effects sometimes produced by the predo- 
N 4 
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minance of* this feculty is, a persuasion in a 
person's own mind that he is bom to some pe- 
culiar and extraordinary destiny, while yet there 
are no extraordinary indications in the person 
or his circumstances. There was something ra- 
tional in the early presentiment which some dis-> 
tinguished men have entertained of their future 
career. When a celebrated general of the pre* 
sent times exclaimed, after performing the 
common military exercise in a company of ju- 
venile volunteers, " I shall be a commander in 
chief*,*' a sagacious observer of the signs of yet 
but very partially developed powers, might have 
thought it indeed a rather sanguine, but proba- 
bly not a quite absurd anticipation. An elder 
and intelligent associate of Milton's youth 
might without much difficulty have believed 
himself listening to an oracle, when so powerful 
a genius avowed to him, that he regarded himself 
as destined to produce a work which should 
distinguish the nation and the age. The open- 
ing of uncommon faculties may be sometimes 
attended with these anticipations, and may be 
allowed to express them, perhaps ev^, as a 
stimulus, encouraged to indulge them. But in 
most instances these magnificent presumptions 
form, in the observer's eye, a ludicrous contrast , 
with the situation and powers of the person that . 
tntertains them. And in the event, how few 

* Eelated of Moreaa. 
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$uch anticipations have proved themselves to 
have been the genuine promptings of an extra^ 
ordinary mind ! 

The visionary expectatioh of a peculiar desti^ 
ny is not confined however to prospects which 
imply uncommon talent ; it is often the flatter*^ 
ing self'^assurance simply of a life of singular fe* 
Hcity. The captive of fancy fondly imagines his 
prospect of life as a delicious vale, from each 
side of which every stream of pleasure is to flow 
down to his feet ; and while it cannot but be 
seen that innumerable evili^ do harass other hu« 
man beings, some immortal spell is to protect 
him against them all. He takes no deliberate 
account of what is inevitable in the lot of hn^ 
manity, of the sober probabilities of his own 
situation, or of those principles in the constittt'» 
tion of his mind which are perhaps unfavourable 
to happiness. 

If this excessive imaginMion is combined 
with tendencies to affection, it makes a person 
, $enHmenlalfy romantic. With a jgreat, and what 
might, in a better endowed mind, be a just 
contempt of the ordinary rate of attachments^ 
both in friendship and love, he indulges a most 
assured confidence that liis peculiar lot is to re- 
alize all the wonders of generous, virtuous, no- 
ble, unalienable fi-iendship, and of enraptured, 
uninterrupted, and unextinguishable love, that 
fiction ^ver talked in her dreams ; while perhaps 
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a shrewd indiffisrent observer can see nothing- 
in the nativity or character of the man, or in 
the qualities of the human creatures that he 
.adores^ or in the principles on which his devo- 
tion is founded, to promise aii elevation or per-* 
inanenc^ of felicity beyond the destiny of com^ 
mon mortals^ 

If a passion for variety and novelty accompa-r 
nies this extravagant imagination, it will ex-r 
elude fi:om its bold sketches of future life every 
thing like confined regularity, and common 
plodding occupations. It will suggest that / 
was born for .ai% adventurer, whose story will 
one day amaze the worlds. Perhaps I am to 
be an universal traveller; and there is not on 
the globe a grand city, oi^ ruin^ or volcano, or 
cattt*act, but I. must see it. Debility of consti-^ 
tutioB, deficiency of means, innumerable perils, 
unknown languages, oppressive toils, and the^ 
sliortnesa of life,, are very possibly all left out of 
the account. 

If there is in the disposition a love of what ia 
called glory, and an almost religious admira- 
tion of those capacious and intrepid spirits one 
of which has often decided in one perilous day 
the destiny of armies and of empires, a predo-> 
minant imagination may be led to revel amidst 
the splendours of military exploit, and to flat<r> 
ter the man that he too is to be a hero, a grei^t 
generaU 
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When a mind under this influence recurs to 
precedents as a foundation and a warrant of its 
lexpectations, they are never the usual, but al- 
ways the extraordinary examples, that are cqn^ 
templated. An observer, of the ordinary in* 
^stances of friendship is perhaps heard to assert, 
that the sentimerit is sufiiciently languid in gene- 
ral to admit of ian entire self-interest, of absence 
without pain, and of final indifference. -^Well, 
so le(; it be ; Damon and Pythias were friends 
of a different sort, and our friendship is to be 
like theirs. Or if the subject of musing and 
hope is tjie union in which Jove commonly re- 
sults, it may be true and obvious enough tha]t 
the generality of instances would not seem to 
tell of more than a mediocrity of happiness in 
this relation ; but a visionary person does not 
live within thp same world with these exam« 
pies. The few instances which have been re- 
corded of tender and never-dying enthusiasm, 
together with the numerous ones which ro- 
mance and poetry have created, form the class 
to which he belongs, j^nd from whose ench**^* 
ing history, excepting their misfortunes, he 
sons to his own future experience* So too 
man, whose fancy anticipates political or i 
tial achievement, allows his thoughts to re 
pontinually to those names which a rare i 
junction of talents and circumstances has 
rated into fame; forgetting that many tl 
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sands of men of great ability have died in at 
least comparative obscurity, for want 6f situati** 
on& in which to display themselves ; and never 
suspecting that himself perhaps has not talents 
competent to any thing great, if some extraor** 
dinary event were just now to place him in the 
inost opportune concurrence of circumstances^ 
That there has been one very signal man to a 
million, gives a stronger probability that he shall 
be a signal man, than that there have been a 
million to one signal man, infers a probability 
of his remaining one of the multitude^ 

You will generally observe, that persons tbns 
self-appointed, in either sex, to be exceptions 
tx> the usual lot of humanity, endeavour at a 
kind of consistency of character, by a great 
aversion to the common modes of action and 
language, and an habitual affectation of some* 
thing extraojrdinary. They will perhaps disdain 
regular hours, usual dresses, and common forms 
of transacting business ; this you are to regard 
as the impulse of a spirit whose high vocation 
requires it to renounce all signs of relation to 
vulgar minds. 

The epithet romantic then may be justly ap- 
plied to those presumptions (if entertained after 
the childish or very youthful age) of a pecu-^ 
liarly happy or important destiny in life, which 
are not clearly founded on certain palpable dis* 
tinctions of character or situation, or which 
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greatly exceed thie sober prognostics aflRmled 
by those distinctions.— It should be observed 
here that tri^A^^ merely do not constitute a 
character romantic. A person may sometimes 
let his mind wander into vain wishes for all the 
fine and strange things on earth, and yet be fitr 
too sober to expect any of them. In this case 
however he will often check ahd reproach him^ 
•elf for the folly of entertaining the wish* 

The absurdity of such anticipations consists 
Himply in the improbability of their being rea« 
lixed, and not in their objects being uncon« 
genial with the human mind ; but anothef 
effect of the predominance of imagination may 
be a disposition to form schemes <»* indulge 
expectations essentially incongruous with the 
nature of man. Perhaps however you will say^ 
What is that nature ? Is it not a mere passive 
thing, variable almost to infinity, according to 
climate, to institutions, and to the different 
ages of time? Even taking it iii a civilised 
state, what relation is there between such a 
form of human nature as that displayed at 
Sparta, and, for instance, the modem society 
denominated Quakers, or the Momvian Frater- 
nity ? And how can we ascertain what is con- 
genial With it or not, unless itself were first 
ascertained ? Allow me to say, that I speak of 
human nature in its most general principles 
only, as social, self-interested, inclined to the 
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Vrong; slow to improve, passing through sev^ial 
states of capacity and feeling in the successive 
periods of life, and the few other such perma* 
nent distinctions. Any of these distinctions may 
vanish from the sight of a visionary mind, while 
forming, for itself or for others^ such schemed 
as could have sprung only from an imagination 
become wayward through its eiccess of power. 
I remember, for Example, a person^ very young 
I confess, who was so enchanted with the storiea 
of Gregory Lopez, and one or two more pious 
hermits, as almost to form the resolution td 
betake himself to some wilderness and live as 
Gregory did- At any time, the very word 
hermit was enough to transport him, like the 
witch's broomstick, to the solitary hut, which 
was delightfully surrounded by shady solemn 
groves, mossy rocks, crystal streams, and gar- 
dens of radishes. While this fancy lasted, he 
forgot the most obvious of all facts, that man ia 
not made tor habitual solitude, nor can endure 
it without misery, except when turned into a 
superstitious ascetic *• 

* Lopez indeed was often visited by pious persons wbok 
sought his instructions; this was a great alleviation : but my 
hermit wus fond of the idea of an uninhabited island^ or of a 
vpildemess so deep that these good people would not have 
been able to come at him^ without a more formidable pil- 
grimage than was ever yet made for the sake of obtaining 
instruction. 



Digitized 



by Google 



TfiE EPITHET ROMANTIC. 191 

/Contrary to human nature, is the proper 
description of those theories of education, and 
those flatteries of parental hope, which presume 
that young people in^ general may be matured 
to eminent wisdom, and adorned with the uni- 
versality of noble attainments, by the period at 
which in fact the intellectual faculty is but be* 
ginning to operate with any thing like clear- 
ness and force. Because soofie individuals, re- 
markable exceptions to the natural character of 
,^outh, have almost in their childhood advanced 
beyond the youthful giddiness, and debility of 
reason, and have displayed, at the 9tge of per- 
haps twenty-o&e, a wonderful assembls^e x^f ail 
the strong and all the graceful endowments, it 
therefore only neeik a proper system of educa- 
tion to make other young people (at le^t those 
of my family, the parent thinks) be no longer 
what nature has always made youth to be. Let 
this be adopted, and we shall see multitudes at 
that age possessing the judgment pf sages, or 
the diversified acquireiuents and graces of all- 
accomplished geatlemen and ladies. And what, 
pray,* are the beings which are to become, by 
the discipline of eight or ten years, such finished 
examples of various excellence? Not, surely, 
these boys here, that love nothing so much as 
tops marbles and petty mischief — ^and those 
giris^ that have yet attained but few ideas 
beyond the dressing of dolls ? Yes, even these ! 
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The sam^ charge,, of being unadat>ted to mait^ 
seems applicable to the speculations of those 
philosophers and philanthropists, who have elo- 
qucDtly displayed the happiness, and asserted 
the practicability, of an equality of property 
and modes of life throughout society. Those 
who really anticipated or projected the practi* 
cal trial of the sjrstem, must have forgotten on 
what planet those apartments were l>uilt, or 
Aose arbours were growing, in which they were 
contemplating such visions. For in these visions 
they beheld the ambition of one part of the in- 
habitants, the craft or audacity of another, the 
avarice of another, the stupidity or indolence 
of another, and the selfishness of almost all, as 
mere adventitious faults, superinduced on the 
character of the species, and instantly flying 
off at the approach of better institutions, which 
shall prove, to the confusion of all the calum* 
niators of human nature, that nothing is so 
congenial to it as moderation and disinterested- 
ness.. It is at the same time but just to ac- 
knowledge, that many of them have admitted 
the necessity of such a grand transformation as 
to make man another being, previously to tlie 
adoption of the system. This is all very well : 
when the proper race of men shall come from 
Utopia, the system and polity may very pro*- 
perly come along with them ; or these sketches 
of it, prepared for them by us, may be carefully 
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preserved here, in volumes more precious than 
those of the Sibyls, against their arrival. Till 
then, the sober observers of. the human charac- 
ter will read these beautiful theories as ro- 
mances, adapted to excite sarcastic ridicule ia 
their splenetic hours, when they are disgusted 
with human nature, and to produce deep, .me* 
lancholy in their benevolent ones, when they 
commiserate it. ^^^ ' 

It hardly needs to be said, that the chaljJPr 
of the age of chivab^ may be cited as an illus- 
tration of the same kind. One of its most 
prominent distinctions was, an immense incon- 
gruity with the simplest principles of human 
nature. For instance, in the concern of love : 
a generous young man became attached to an 
interesting young woman — ^interesting as he 
believed, from having cmce seen her ; for pro- 
bably he never heard her speak. His heart 
would natursdly prompt him to seek access to 
^ the object whose society, it told him, would 
make him happy; and *if in a great measure 
debarred from that society, he would surrender 
himself to the melting mood of the passion, in 
the' musings of pensive retirement. But this 
was not the way. ' He musjt abandon for suc- 
cessive years her society and vicinity, and 
every soft indulgence of feeling, and rush bold- 
ly into all sorts of hardships and perils, deeming 
no misfortune so great as not to find constant 
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occasions of hazarding his Kfe among the rougft^ 
est foes, or, if he could find or fancy thetnt, the 
strangest monsters ; and all this, not as the al** 
leviation of despair, hut as the courtship of 
hope. And when he was at length betrayed to 
flatter himself that such a probation, through 
every kind of patience and danger, might en« 
tHle him to throw his trophies and himself at 
herfimperial feet, it was very possible she might 
be affronted that he had presumed to be still 
alive. It is unnecessary to refer to the other 
parts of the institution of chivalry, the whole 
system of which would seem more adapted to 
any race of beings exhibited in the Arabian 
Nights, or to any still wilder creation of fancy, 
than to a community oi^ creatures appointed to 
live by cultivating the soil, anxious to avoid 
pain and trouble, seeking the reciprocation of 
affection on the easiest terms, and nearest to 
happiness in regular pursuits and quiet do- 
mestic life. 

One cannot help reflecting here, how amaz- 
ingly accommodating this human nature has 
been to all institutions but wise and good ones; 
insomuch that an order of life and manners, 
formed in the wildest deviation from all plain 
sense and native instinct, could be practically 
adopted by as many as had rank and courage 
enough, and adored and envied by all the rest 
of mankind. Still, the genuine tendencies of 
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ktature have survived the strange but Iransient 
modifications of tiine^ and remain the same 
after the age of chivalry is gone far toward that 
oblivion, to which you will not fail to wi^h 
that tnany other institutions might speedily 
follow it. FcH^tve the prolixity of these illus- 
trations intended to shew, that schemes and 

.speculations respecting the interests either of , 
an individual or of society, which are inconsis- 
tent with t^e natural constitution of man, may, 

.except where it should be reasonable to expect 
some supernatural intervention, be denominated 
romantic. 

The tendency to this species of romance, may 
be caused, or very greatly augmented^ by an 
exclusive taste for what is grand^ a disease to 
which some few minds are subjects They have 
no pleasure in contemplating the system of 
things as the Creator has ordered it, a comU- 
nation of great and little, in which the great 
IS much more dependent on the little, than the 
little on the great. They cut out the grand 
objects, to dispose them into a world of their 
own. All the images in their intellectual scene 
jBUstbe colossal and mountainous. They are 
constantly seeking what is animated into heroics, 
what is expanded into immensity, what is ele- 
vated above the stars. But for great empires, 
great battles, great enterprizes, great convul- 
sions, great geniuses, great temples, great rivers, 

2 
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there would be nothing worth naming in this 
part of the creation*. All that belongs to con* 
nexion, gradation, harmony, regularity, and 
utility, is thrown out of sight behind these 
forms of vastness. The influence of this exclu- 
sive taste will reach into the system of projects 
and expectations. The man will wish to sum- 
mon the world to throw aside its tame accus- 
tomed pursuits, and adopt at once more magni- 
ficent views and objects, and will be indignant 
at mankind that they cannot or will'not be sub* 
lime. Impatient of little means and slow pro- 
cesses, he will wish for violent transitions and 
entirely new institutions. He will perhaps de- 
termine to set men the example of performing 
. something great, in some ill-judged sanguine 
project in which he will fail ; and, after being 
ridiculed by society, both for the scheme and 
its catastrophe, may probably abandon all the 
activities of life, and become a misanthrope the 
rest of his days. 

* Just as^ to employ a humble comparison^ a votary of 
fashion^ after visiting a crowded public place which happened 
at that time not to be graced by the presence of many people 
of consequence^ tells you/ with an affected tone, '' There was 
not a creature there." 
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LETTER III. 

One of the most obvious distinctions of the 
works of romance is, an utter violation of all 
the relations between ends and means. Some- 
times such ends are proposed as seem quite 
dissevered from means, inasmuch as there are 
scarcely any jsupposable means on earth to ac« 
complish them: but no matter; if we cannot 
ride we must swim, if we cannot swim we 
.must fly: the object is effected by a mere poeti- 
cal omnipotence that wills it. And very oflen 
practicable objects are attained by means the 
most fantastic, iniprobable, or inadequate; so 
that there is scarcely any resemblance between 
the method in which they are apcomplished by 
the dexterity of ficticm, and that in which the 
same things must be attempted in the actual 
economy of the world. Now, when you see 
this absurdity of imagination prevailing in the 
calculations of real life, you may justly apply 
the epithet, romantic. 

Indeed a strong and habituaUy indulged ima* 
gination may be so absorbed in the end, if it is 
not a concern of absolute immediate urgency^ 
at. for a while quite to forget the process of at- 
tainment. It has incantations to dissolve the 
rigid lawis of time and distance, and place a 
man in something so like the presence of his 
3 
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object, that he seems half to possess it ; and it 
is hard, while occupying the ve^e of paradi$e, 
to be flung far back in order to find or make a 
path to it, with the slow and toilsome steps of 
reality. In the lulxury of promising hiinaeK 
that what he wishes will by some meana take 
place at some time, he forgets that he is ad^ 
vancing no nearer to it— except on thf wise 
and patient calculation that he must, by the 
simple movement of growing older, be coming 
somewhat nearer to every event that is yet ta 
happen to him. He is like a traveller^ who^ 
Amidst his indolent musings in seme soft bow^ 
er, where he has sat down to be shaded a little 
while from the rays of noon, falls asleep, an^ 
dreams he is in the midst of all the endearments, 
of home, insensible that there are many hilb and 
dales for him yet to traverse. But the traveller 
tvill awake ; so too will the man of ftncy, and if 
he has the smallest capacity of justreflection, he 
will regret to have wasted in reveries the timd 
which ought to have been devoted to practical 
exertions. 

But even though reminded of the n^essity 
of intervening means, the man of imagination 
will often be tempted to vidate their relatioii 
tvith ends, by permitting himself to dwell tm 
those happy casualties which the prolific sorceiy 
cf his mind will promptly figure tb^ him as the 
very things, if they would but occur, to accom*^ 
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pliah Ml. wishes at once, without .the toil of a 
sober process* If they would occur— and things 
as strange ,m2g*&/ happen: he reads in the news** 
papers that an estate of ten thousand pounds 
|ier annum was lately adjudged to a man who. 
was workii^ on the road. He has even hear^ 
of people dreaming that in such a place sonxe- 
thing valuable was concealed; and that, 09 
searching or digging that place, they found an 
old earthen pot, full of gold and silver pieces of 
the times of good king Charles the Martyn 
Mr. B. was travelling by the mail-coach, 10 
which he met with a most interesting young 
lady, whom he had never seen before; they wer? 
mutually delighted, and were married in a few 
weeks. Mr. C. a man of great merit in obscu* 
nty, was walking across a field when Lord D., 
in chace of a fox, leaped over the hedge, and 
fell oflF his horse into a ditch. Mr. C. with the 
tttmost alacrity and kind solicitude helped his 
lordship out of the ditch, and recovered for him 
his escaped horse. The consequence was inevir 
table; his lordship, superior to the prido of 
being mortified to have been seen in a condi- 
tion so unlucky for giving the impression of 
nobility, commenced a friendsliip with Mr. C« 
and introduced him into honourable society and 
the road to fortune. A very ancient maiden 
lady of large fortune happening to be embarras« 
sed inja crowds a young, clergyman offered her 

o 4 
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liis arm, and politely atti^nderf her home; hi$ 
attention so captivated her, that she bequeathed 
to him, soon after, her whole estate, though she 
had many poor relations. 

That class of fictitious works called noveh, 
though much more like real life than the n>- 
tnances which preceded them, (and which are 
now, with some alterations, partly come into 
vogue again,) is yet full of these lucky incidents 
and adventures, whith are introduced as the 
chief means toward the ultimate suticess. A 
young man without fortune, for instmce, is pre- 
cluded from making his addresses to a young 
female in a superior situation, whom he believes 
not indifferent to him, until he can approach 
her with such worldly advantages as it might 
not be imprudent or degrading for her to accept. 
Now how is this to be accomplished ? — ^Why, I 
suppose, by the exertion of his talents in some 
fair and practicable department; and perha^ 
the lady besides will generously abdicate for 
his sake some of the trappings and luxuries pf 
rank. You really suppose this is the plan ? I 
am sorry you have so much less genius than a 
novel-writer. This young man has an uncle, 
who has been absent a long time, nobody knew 
where, except the young man's lucky stars. 
During his absence, the old uncle has gained a 
large fortune, with which he returns to his 
native land, at a time most opportune for every 
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one, but a highwayman, who attacks him in « 
road through a wood, but is frightened away by 
the young hero, who happens to come there at 
the instant, to rescue and recognise his uncle, 
and to be in return recognised and made the 
heir to as many thousands as the lady or her 
4amily could wish.— •'Now what is the intended 
impression of all this on the reader's mind ? Is 
he to think it very likely that he too has some 
old uncle, or acquaintance at least, returning 
with a ship-load of wealth from the East-Indies^ 
and very desirable that the highwayman should 
make one such attempt more ; and very certain 
that in that case he shall be there in the nick 
of time to catch all that fortune sends ? One'« 
indignation is excited at the immoral tendency 
of such lessons to young readers, who are thi» 
taught to regard all sober regular plans for com- 
passing an object with disgust or despondency, 
and to muse on improbabilities till they become 
foolish enough to expect them and to be melan«" 
choly when they find they may expect them 'm 
vain. It is unpardonable that these pretended 
instruct(»s by example should thus explode the 
calculations and exertions of manly resolution, 
destroy the connexion between ends and means^ 
9Bd make the rewards of virtue so depend on 
chaaoe^ that if the reader does not either regard 
the whole fable with contempt, or promise him- 
self he shall receive the favours of (ortune in 
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tdme similar way, he must dos^ the book yrit\k 
the coaviction thai be may haQgx>r idtrawo him* 
self as scop as he pleases ; that is to say, unless 
lie has learnt from some other source a bett^ 
morality and religion than these books will ever 
te^cb him. 

Another deception in respect to meaos, is 
tbo facility with which fancy passes along the 
frain of them, and reckons (o their ultimate 
effect at a glance, without resting at the succe&r 
sive stages, and considering the labours and 
^ajsarch of ^e protracted process from eac^ 
|K)int to the next. If a given number of years 
are allowed requisite for the aocomplisbment of 
an object, the romantic mi^d vaults from one 
last day of December to another, aud seizes at 
once the whole product of all the intermediate 
days, without condescending to recollect thai 
ibo sun never shone yet on three hundred an4 
sixty-five days at once, and that they must be^ 
slowly told and laboured one by one. If a ia^ 
vouriie plan is to be accomplished by means of 
a certain large amount of jN'operty, which k to 
be produced from what is at present a very 
stnall one, the calculations of a sanguine nuad 
can change shillings into guineas, and guinea^ 
into hundreds of pounds, incomparably faster 
than, in the actual experiment, these lazy. shil«» 
bngs can be compelled to improve themselves 
into guineas, and the guineas into hundreds <^ 
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^undd. Von remember the upble cakuiitioft 
of Aliiasch«r oo his bflaket of earthen vrw^ 
\iprhich wa» so BOou to obtain him the Su)tan*# 
daughter* 

Where imagination is not {Jelu3ive enough t4 
m^body future casualties as effective means, it 
inay yet represent very inadequate ones al 
tsompetent. Ip a wdl-balaqced )[tiind, no con« 
tseption will grow into ^ favourite purpose^ 
uoaqcompanied by a process of the upderstandf 
mg, deciding its practicability by an estimate tjf 
Ihe means; in a mind under the influence of 
laney, this is a subordinate after-task. By the 
tiine that this comes to be considered, the prM 
jtetor is too much enamoured of an end that ia 
(ieemed to be great, to abandon it beci^use the 
meand are suspected to be little/ But then thqr 
must cease to appear little ; for there must be 
an apparent proportion between the means and 
the end. Well, trust thfe whole concern to thia 
plastic faculty, and presently every insignificant 
particlB of means, and every petty contrivance 
for thieb management, will swell into magni- 
tude; pif^ies and Lilliputians with their tiny^ 
anmra will soon grow up into giants wielding 
spe^n ; and the diffident consciousness whicU 
was at £rst somewhat afraid to measure the plan 
against the object, will give place to a generous 
^corh of the timidity of doubting. The mind 
will most ingeniously place the apparatus bo« 
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tween its eye and the object, and he defined 
to find that the one looks as laige as the other. 
The consideration of the deluded calcula^ 
tions on the effect of insufficient means would 
lead to a wide variety of particulars ; I wtU only 
touch slightly on a few. Various projects of a. 
benevolent order would come under this chaigpe^ 
EHd you ever listen to the discussion of plans 
for the civflization of barbarous nations withmit 
the interventioii of conquest ? I have, with in* 
terest and with despair*. That veiy many mil-* 
Kons of the species should fopm only a brutal 
adjunct to civUized and enlightened man, is a 
melancholy thing, notwithstanding the whimsi-^ 
eal attempts of some ingenious men to represent 
the state of wandermg savages as preferable 
to every other condition oi life ; a state fop 
which, no doubt, they would have been < sin^^ 
cerely glad to abandon their feme and proud re* 
iinements. But where are the means to reclaim 
these wretched beings into the civilized family 
of man ? A few examples indeed are found in 
history, of barbarous tribes beiQg formed into 
well-ordered and considerably enlightened states 
by one man, who began the attempt without any 
power but that of persuasion. There are other 
instances, of the success, obtained by a small 
combination of men employing the same nkeani^; 

* I here plaee out of view that religion by which Omni- 
poteuce will at length transform the world. 
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&9 in the great undertaking of the Jesuits in 
South America* But have not these wonderful 
facts been far too few to be made a standard for 
the speculations of sober men ? And have thej 
not also come to us with too little explanation 
to illustrate any general principles ? To me it 
appears extremely difScult to comprehend how 
the means recorded by historiaqs to have been 
employed by some of the unarmed civilizers^ 
could have produced so great an effect. In ob- 
serving the half-civilized condition of a large 
part of the population of these more improved 
countries, and in reading what travellers de* 
scribe of the state and dispositions of the vari* 
ous orders of savages, it would seem a pre« 
sumption unwarranted by any thing we ever 
saw of the powers of the human mind, to sup-» 
pose that any man, or any ten men now on 
earth, if landed and left on a savage coast, 
would be able to transform a multitude of stu« 
pid or ferocious tribes into a community of 
mild intelligence and regular industry. We are 
therefore led to believe, that the few unac- 
countable instances conspicuous in the history 
of the world, of the success of one or a few 
men in this work, must have been the result of 
such a combination o^vourable circumstances, 
co*operating with their genius and persever- 
ance, as no other man can hope to experience. 
Such events seem like Joshua's arresting the 
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sun and moon, things that have been dohe, fcut 
can be done no more. Pray, which of you, 1^ 
should say, could expect to imitate with sue-* 
cess, or indeed would think it right if lie coiild, 
the deception of Manco Capac, and awe a wild 
multitude into order by a commission from the 
sun ? What would be your first expedient in 
. the attempt to substitute that regularity atid 
constraint which they hate, for that lawless 
liberty which they love ? How could you re- 
duce them to be conscious, or incite them to be 
proud, of those wants, for being subject to 
which they would regard you as their inferiors ; 
wants of which, unless they could comprehend 
the refinement, they must necessarily despise 
the debility } By what magic are you to ren- 
der visible and palpable any part of the world 
of science or of abstraction to beings who have 
liardly words to denominate even their sensa^ 
tions? And by what concentrated force of Ml 
kinds of magic together, that Egypt or Chaldea 
ever pretended, are you to introduce humanity 
and refinement among such creatures as the 
Nforthern Indians, described by Mr. Hearne? If 
an animated young philanthropist still zealously 
maintained that it might be done, I should be 
amused to think how t^at warm imagination 
would be quelled, if he were obliged to make 
the practical trial. It is easy for him to be ro- 
mantic while enlivened by the intercourse of 
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cultivated society, while reading of the contri- 
vances and the patience of ancient legislators, ^ 
or while infected with the enthusiasm of po* 
etry. He feels as if he could be the moral con* 
queror of a continent. He becomes a Hercules 
amidst imaginary labours ; he traverses untired^ 
while in his room, wide tracts of the wilder* 
ness; he surrounds himself with savage men^ 
without either trembling or revolting at their 
aspects or fierce exclamations ; he makes elo« 
quent speeches to them, though he knows not 
a word of their language, which language in* 
deed, if he did know it, would perhaps be 
found totally incapable of eloquence; they listen 
with the deepest attention, are convinced of die 
necessity of adopting^ new habits of life, and 
^>eedily soften into humanity, and brighter 
into wisdom. But he would become sober 
enough, if compelled to travel a thousand miles 
through the desert, or over the snow, with some 
of these subjects of his lectures and legislation ; 
to accompany them in a hunting excursion ; to 
choose in a stormy night between exposure ia 
the open air and the smoke and grossness of 
their cabins ; to observe the intellectual faculty 
narrowed almost to a point, limited to a scanty 
number oi the meanest class of ideas ; to find 
by repeated experiments that his kind of ideas 
could neither reach their understanding nor ex- 
cite their curiosity ; to see the ravenous ' 
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tite of wolvies succeeded for a season by a stixpH' 
dity insensible even to the few inter^ts which 
kindle the utmost ardour of a savage ; to^ wit- 
ness loathsome habits occasionally diversified 
by abominable ceremonies; or to be for once 
the spectator of some of the circumstances 
which accompany the wars of sav^es. 

But there are many more familiar illustrations 
of the extravagant estimate of mean^* One is, 
the expectation of far too much from mere di*T 
rect instruction* This is indeed so general, that 
it will hardly be termed romantic^ except in 
the most excessive instances. Observe it, how- 
ever, a moment in the conccaro, of education^ 
Nothing seems more evident than the influence 
of external circumstances, distinct from the re* 
gular discipline of the parent or tutor, in form- 
ing the character of youth. And nothing 
seems more evident than that direct instruof 
tion, though an useful ally to the influence of 
these circumstances when they are auspicious^ 
is a feeble counteractor if they are malignant. 
And yet this mere instruction is enough, in the 
account of thousands of parents, to lead the 
youth to wisdom and happiness; even that very 
youth whom the united influence of almost all 
things else which he is exposed to see, and hear> 
and participate, is drawing with the unrelaxing 
grasp of a fiend to destruction. 

A too sanguine opinion of the efficacy of 
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instruction, has aonutimes been ^tertaioed bjr 
those who teaeh from the pulpit. TiU the dis« 
peosations of a better age shall be opened oa 
the world, the measure of effect which may 
reasonably be expected from preaching, is to 
be determined by a view of the visible eSect» 
which are actually produced oa congregations 
from week to week ; and this view is far fro»' 
flattering. One might appeal to preachers ia 
general-— What striking improvements are ap- 
parent in your societies ? When you inculcate 
charity on the Sunday, do the misers in your 
congregations liberally open their chests and 
purses to the distressed on Monday ? Might I 
not ask as well, whether the rocks and trees 
really did move at the voice of Orpheus? After 
you have unveiled even the scenes of eternity 
to the gay and frivolous, do you find in more 
than some rare instances a dignified seriousness 
take place of thdr follies ? What is the effect, 
on the elegant splefidid professors of chris- 
tianity, of your inculcation of that solemn in- 
terdiction of their habits, Be not conformed iof 
this world? Yet, notwithstanding this melan-^ 
choly state of fiicts, some preachers, from the 
persuasion of a mysterious apostolic sacredneisa 
in the office, or from a vain estimate of their, 
personal talents, or from mistaking the applause 
with which the preacher has been flattered, for 
the proof of a salutary effect on the minds of 
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the hearers, and some from a much worthier 
cause^ the affecting influence of sacred truth oa 
their own minds^ have been inclined to antici- 
pate immense effects from their pubUc minis- 
trations. Melancthon was a romantic youth 
when he began to preach< He expected that 
all niust be inevitably and immediately per^ 
miaded) when they should hear what he had to 
tell them. But he soon discovered^ as he saidi 
that old Adam was too hard for young Melanc- 
thon* In addition to the grand fact of the de- 
pravity of the human heart, ttfere are so many 
causes operating injuriously through the week 
on the characters of those who form a congre- 
gation, that a thoughtful man often feels a me- 
lancholy emotion amidst his religious addresses, 
from the reflection that he is making a feeble ef- 
fort against a powerful evil, a single effort again$t 
a combination of evils, a temporary and transient 
effort against evils of continual operation, and a 
purely intellectual effort against evils many of 
which act on the senses. When the preacher con- 
siders the effect naturally resulting from the sight 
of so many bad examples, the communications of 
so many injurious acquaintances, the hearing and 
talking of what would be, if written, so many vo- 
lumes .of vanity and nonsense, the predominance 
of fashionable dissipation in one class, and of vul- 
garity in another ; he must indeed imagine him- 
self endowed with the power of a super-humai^ 
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J!fel6quencej if the instructions, expressed in an 
hour or two on the sabbath, and soon forgotten, 
^as he might know, by most of his iiear ers, are 
to leave something in the mind, which shall be 
through tbe week the efficacious repellent to 
the contact and contamination of all these 
forces of mischief. JBut how soon he would 
cease to imagine such a power in his exhorta- 
tions, if the greater number of his hearers could 
sincerely and accurately tell him, toward the 
-end of the week, in what degree these admohi- 
.tions had affected and governed them, in oppo- 
sition to their corrupt tendencies and their 
\temptations. What would be, in the five or six 
days, the number of the moments and the. in- 
stances in which these instructions would be 
.proved to have been effectual, compared with 
the whole number of moments, and circum- 
jitances to which they were justly applicable? 
How oflen, while hearing such a week's detail 
,of the lives of a considerable proportion of a 
congregation, a man would have occasion, to 
say. By whose, instructions were these persons 
influenced then^ in that neglect of devout exer- 
cises, that excess of levity, that waste of time, 
that avowed contempt of religion, that language 
of profaneness and imprecation, those contrir- 
vances of selfishness, those paroxysms of pas- 
sion, that study of sensuality, or that general 
.and obdurate depravity? 

P 2 
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But the preacher whom I deem too san-^ 
f uine, may tell me, that it is not by tnt^iis of 
any force which he can throw into hht religious 
instructions, that he expects them to be effica- 
cious, but that he believes a dimie ^neigy 
will accompany what is undoubtedly a message 
from heaven. I am pleased with the piety, and 
the sound judgment, (as I esteem it,) with 
which he expects the conversion of clueless c/r 
hardened men from nothing less than the opera- 
tion of a power strictly divine. But I would 
remind him, that the probability, at any given 
season, that such a power will interveiie, must 
be in proportion to the frequency or infrequency 
^ith which its intervention is actually mani^ 
fested in the general course of experience. Ifc 
other words, it is in proportion to the number 
of happy transformations of character which 
we see taking place under the efficacy of religi- 
ous truth. 

Reformers in general are very apt to over-ratfe 
the power of the means by which their theories 
are to be realized. They are for ever introduc- 
ing the story of Archimedes, who was to havfe 
moved the world if he could have found any 
second place on which to plant his engines; 
and imagination discloses to niorai and political 
projectors a cloud-built and truly extrafatindane 
'position, which they deem to be exactly such a 
convenience in their department as the mathe* 
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ta8tici«9i whose cosive^^ witb 4emonstrajtion8 
had aay^d pwi of his reason from being ^un 
9m9y wjth by bia /Sincy, c/Dnfes^e^ to be a 4esi- 
wder^tWA ui hUi* This terra firma is called the 
Oipiiipotoace «f truth. 

It i« presuiaed, that truth must at Iength| 
Vy the forpe x)f iudefatigable inquiry, become 
geserally victoHous, an^ that all vice, beipg the 
res^lilt of a jpii^tak^Q judgment of the nature or 
the meaQs of bappine^^, must therefore accom- 
pany the exit of error. Of course, it is presumed 
of !the ^esent times also, or of those imme- 
diatdy approaching, that in every society an4 
every mi«d wherQ truth ^s clearly Emitted, the 
veforms Which it, dictates must substantially fol- 
low. I have ike moj^t confident faith that the em- 
ph» .of truth, advancing under a far mightier 
ag^Eicy l^aa mere philosophic inquiry, is ap« 
pointed to irradiate the latter ages of a dark and 
troubled wpr^; and, on the stj^ength of prophetic 
intimations, I anticipate its coming sooner, by 
at least a thoufiaiMl centuries, than a disciple of 
that philosophy which rejects revelation, as the 
6rst proud step towstfd the improvement of the 
urorid, is warranted, by a view of the past and 
preseAt state of mankind, to predict. The assu- 
fMice from the same authority is the foundation 
^for belie^ngt tfant when that sacred empire shall 
overspread the world, the virtues^ of character 
will correspond to the illuminations of underii 
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Standing. But in the present state of the momt 
system, our expectations of the effect of truth 
on the far greater number of the persoits who! 
shall admit its convictions, ' have no right tor 
exceed the rules of probability which are taught 
by facts. It would be gratifying no doubt to 
believe, that the several powers in the humaii 
constitution are so combined, that to gain th* 
judgment would be to secure the whole man; 
And if all history, and all memory of o«ar ob-t 
servation and experience,- could be merged in 
Lethe, it might be believed, perhaps a tew 
hours. ^ How could an attentive observer beheve 
it longer? Is it not obvious that very tnany 
persons, with a most absolute convicrtion, by 
their own ingenuous avowal, that 6ne certain^ 
course of action is virtue and happiness, and 
another, vice and misery, do yet habitually 
choose the latter ? It is not improbable that 
several millions of human beiiigs are at this 
very hour thus acting in violation of the laws 
of goodness, while those laws are ckatiy ad% 
mitted, not only as impoj»itions of moral autho-^ 
rity, but as the vital principles of their own true 
self-interest*. And do not even the best men 

* The criminal himself has the clearest consciousness that 
he violates the dictates of his judgment. How trifling is the^ 
suhtilty which affects to shew that he does Aot Tiolate theo^ 
by alleging, that every act of choice muat he preceded by ^ 
determination of the judgmentj and that therefore in. choosing, 
an eyil^ a man dotn at the time judge it to he on some accoun^ 
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confess a fierce discord between the tendencies 
of their nature, and the dictates of that truth 
which they revere? They say with St. Paul, 
" That which I do, I allpw not ; for what 1 
would, that I do not ; but what I hate, that I* 
do; to will is present with me, but how to 
perform that which is good, I find hot; the good 
that I would, that I do not, and the evil which 
I would not, that I do/* Every serious self- 
observer recollects instances, in which a temp«- 
^ tation, exactly addressed to his passioiis or his 
liabits, has prevailed in spite of the sternest 
interdict of his judgment, pronounced at the 
Tery crisis. Perhaps the most awful sanctions by 
which the judgment can ever enforce its autho« 
rity, were distinctly brought to his view at the 
same moment with its convictions. In the sub- 
sequent hour he had to reflect, that the ideas of 
God, of a future account, of a world of retri- 

preferable^ though he may know it to be wrong. It is not to 
be denied that the choice does imply such a conclusion of the 
judgment. But this conclusion is made according to a nar« 
row and subordinate scale of estimating good and evil, while 
the mind is conscious that, judging according to a larger 
scalcj the opposite conclusion is true. It judges a thing bet- 
ter for immediate pleasure, which it knows to be worse for 
ultimate advantage. The criminal therefbre may be correctly 
said to act according to his judgment, in choosing it for pre- 
sent pleasure. But since it is the great office of the judgment 
tp decide what is wisest and best on the whole, the man m^ 
truly be said to act against his judgment, who acts in opposi- 
tion to the conclusions which it forms on this greater scale. 
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botion, could not preheat htm from vioiatiii;^ 
his conscience. That he did not dwell delibew. 
rately on these ideas, is nothing against nay 
affgument. It is in the nature of the passions 
not to permit the mind to fix strongly and 
durably on those considerations which oppose 
and condemn them. But what greater power 
than this, is requisite fo^ their fatal triumph ? 
If the pa8sion$ eon thus prevent the mind from 
strongly fixing on the most awful considfiiationa 
when distinctly presented, they can destroy the 
0j9Scacy of that truth which presents them. Truth 
ean do no more than discriminate the good firon 
the evil b^ore us, and declare the consequences 
ef our choice. When this is inefficacious, its 
power has failed. And no fact can he more 
evident than that its power often thus fails* i 
should compassionate the self-complacency <^ 
the man who was not conscious he iiad to 
deplore many violations of his own clearest con-*' 
vrctions. And in trying the efficacy of truth oa 
others, it would be found, in numberless in-* 
stances, that to have informed and convinced a 
man, may be but little toward emancipating him 
from the habits which he sincerely acknowledges 
to be wrong. There is then no guch invioli^fe 
connexion as some men have supposed between 
the admission of truth, and consequent action. 
And therefore however great is the value of 
truth, the expectations that presume its omnipo* 
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tmoe; without extmorduiaiy interventioQ^ are 
romantie delusioii* 

Yoti will observe that in this case of trying 
the effioacy of the truth on others, I have sup* 
posed the great previous difficulty of presenting 
it to the understanding so luminously as to im* 
^ress irresistiUe conviction, to be already over^- 
come ; tboiigb the experimental re&raier will 
find this introductory work such an arduous 
undertaking, that he will be often tempted tifk 
abandon it as a hopeless <me. 



LETTER IV. 

As fiir as tihe gloomy estimate of means and of 
pl^ds for the amendment of mankind may ap- 
pesa* to involve the human administration of the 
religicm of Christ, I am anxious not to seem 
to fail in justice to that religion by which I 
entirely l>elieve, and rejoice to beliete, that every 
improvement of a sublime order yet awaiting 
ow race must be effected. And I trust I do 
not fail, since I kfeep in my mind a most clear 
distinction between Christianity itself as a divine 
thing, and the administration of it, by a systeni 
of merely human powers and means* These 
means are indeed of divine appointment, and to 
A certaiii extent are accompanied by a special 
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dirine agency. But this agency appears to acV 
compaDy them only so far as they are success-^ 
ftil, and stopping where the effect stops, leaves 
them to accomplish, if they caB, wb^t remains. 
And oh, what remaiiis ^ If the general transfor- 
mation of mankind into such persons as could 
be justly deemed true disciples of Christ, were 
regarded as the object of his reUgicm, how mys« 
teriously small a part of that object has this 
divine agency ever yet been exerted to accom*' 
plish ! And then, the awful and immense re^ 
mainder evinces the inexpressible imbecility 
of the means, when left to be applied as a mer# 
human administration. I need not illustrate its^ 
incompetency by citing the vast majority, the 
numerous millions, of Christendom, nor the 
millions of even our own country, on whoni 
this religion has no direct influence. I need 
not observe how many of these have heard or 
read the evangelic declaration ten thousand 
times, nor with what perfect insensibility vast 
numbers can receive its most luminous ideas, 
and most cogent enforcements, which are but 
like arrows meeting the shield of A jax. Proban 
bly each religious teacher can recollect, besides 
his general experience, very particular distances, 
in which he has set himself to exert the utmost 
force of his mind, in reasoning, illustration, and 
serious appeal, to impress some one important 
idea on some one class of persons to whom it 
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was most specifically applicable, md has per- 
ceived the plainest indications, both at the 
instant and immediately after, that it was an 
attempt of the same kind as that of demolish- 
ing a tower by attacking it with pebbles. Nor 
do I need to observe how generally, if a mo- 
mentary impression is made, it is forgotten the 
following hour, 

A sincere disciple of Christianity may with 
great reluctance admit the conviction of suck 
an awful disproportioii between the apparatus, 
if I may so express it, of the christian means, 
as left to be put in action by mere human en- 
ergy, and the object to which they are to be 
applied.' But how is he to avoid it ? Is he in 
this one selected instance to reject with scorn 
that method of reasoning from facts, which hag 
been the grand instrument of ascertaining truth 
in other departments of inquiry ? Or if he is 
to reason from a view of the world, how is his 
imagination (if he has taken some pains to re^ 
duce its ascendency) to fabricate before his eyes 
a different world of facts from that on which 
he is coolly fixing his attention ? If after such a 
cool observation of mankind, I repeat the repre^ 
sentation made in the preceding paragraph, 
who is prepared to tell me that an opposite de- 
scription would be the true one, and that an 
immense number of persons, even educated 
persons, do not receive the christian declara^ 
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Aem9 with indifference, or i^ect them witli 

contempt ? Bait if the mrianc^oly statement 

canaoit be oo»tr^dicted, by what ingesiuity 9m 

I ti> draw from it the very same * inference 

which every reasoner would instaiitly b^ve 

4rawii firom the exaetly eantrary stat^ cif fhcjts^ 

ibe injferetdoe that the meaaK are ecmpetent 

to produce the desired effect without eXimor^ 

^ifiaiy interventioo ? Till this ingeBuity caa be 

•ttuned, I am doomed to listen with a degree 

Af woinder, wb^i some of the believers and adU 

vocates of the gospel are iavowing* high aBtacL-» 

fiatioDS ef Its progressive efficacy solely by 

neaas of ihe force which it carries as .a ra#* 

itioRdl address to fatioaal creatures. I osiinol: 

^p inquiring what length of time is to be a(L> 

lowed £ur the experiiaent which is to forove 

that no special divioiie assistance i» needfid;^ 

Kor csoi it be uncandid to ask what is the state 

jof the experiment and the success, among those 

who r^ect every idea of such a divine influence 

im a tenet <^ miserable fanatioisea. Might k 

sot be (prudent to modei-ate a little the exprea* 

i^ions of contempt £or the pe]!suasion which 

j>ronipts many christians to ask the special as^ 

jRifitance of the Almighty, till the success wkh^ 

4^t it shall be greater I There wiU he no at-^ 

tempt to deny that the effect of the christian 

imeans, in converting vain and wicked men> 

though snmll at best, is greater among those 
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ttftcy implore thisj agency of heaven, than among 
those who deny any such operation on the 
mind. — But surely the question respecting the 
actual measure of effect produced by the admi« 
nistration of religion, or therefore likely to be 
produced, till there shall be some great change 
in the moral economy of the world, is altoge- 
ther independent of every theological system ; 
nt much so as any of the problems of science* 
tt is a question to be decided by facts; and 
which no doubt the persons that I have alluded 
to would decide in the same manner that t 
have done, if it could be detached from afl 
connexion with system and party, and left 
purely to the knowledge and good sense fof 
which many of them are distinguished. 

But, when 1 introduced the mention of re- 
former^ and their plans, I did not refer in any 
view to Christianity, but to those speculations 
and schemes for the amendment of mankind, 
which anticipate their effect independently of 
its assistance, some of them perhaps silently 
coinciding with several of its principles, while 
others expressly disclaim them. Unless these 
schemes bring with them, like spirits from 
Heaven, an intrinsic competence to the great 
operation, without being met or aided by any 
coHsiderable degree of favourable disposition in 
the nature of the Subject, it is too probable 
that they will disappoint their fond projectors. 
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There is no avoiduig the ungracious perceptioii» 
in viewing the general character of the race^ 
that, after some allowance for what is called 
natural affection, £uid for compassionate s^mpa-^^ 
thy, (an excellent principle, but extremely li- 
mited and often capricious in its operation,) the 
main strength of human feelings consists in the( 
love of sensual gratification, of distinction, of 
power, and of money. And by what suicidal 
inconsistency are these principles to lend their 
force to accomplish the schemes of pure reason 
and virtue^ which, they will not fail to perceive, 
are plotting against them* t And if. theji/ have 
far too perfect an instinct to be trepanned into 
such an employment of tfceir force, ,and yet 
are the preponderating agents in. the humad 
heart, what other active principles of it can the 
renovator of human character call to his effec- 
tual aid, against the evils which are accumu-* 
lated and defended by what is at once the baser 
and the stronger part ? Whatever principles of 
a better kind there may be in the nature, they 
can hold but a feeble and inert existence under 
this predominance of the worse, and could 

* I am here reminded of the Spanish story of' a village^ 
trhere the deyil^ haying made the people exce^ively wicked# 
was punished hy heing compelled to assume the appearance 
and habit of a friar, and to preach so eloquently^ in spite of 
his internal repugnance and rage^ that the inhabitants w^e 
completely reformed. 
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make but a faint insurrection in favour of the 
invading virtue* The Very worst of them may 
indeed seem to become its allies when it hap* 
pens, as it occasionally will, that the practical 
proceedings which reforming virtue enforces^ 
fall in the same line in which these me^aer 
principles can promote their interests. Then^ 
and so fer^ an unsound coincidence may take 
place, and the external effect of those princi- 
pies may be clad in specious appearances of 
virtue; but the moment that the reforming . 
projector summons their co-operation to a ser* 
vice in which they must desert their own object 
and their conupt character, they will desert 
Aim. As long as he is condemned to depend^ 
for the efficacy of his schemes, on the aid of so 
much pure propensity as he shall find in the 
corrupted subject, he will be nearly in the case 
of a man attempting to climb a tree by laying 
hold, first on this side, and then on that, of 
some rotten twig, which still breaks off in his 
band, and lets him fall among the nettles. 
' Look again to the state of facts. Collective 
man is human nature ; and the conduct of this 
assemblage, under the diversified experiments 
continually made on it, expresses its true cha^ 
racter, and indicates what may be expected 
from it. Now then, to what principle in human 
nature, as thus illustrated by trial, could you 
with confidence appeal in favour of any of the 
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gre^t obr|ec to which a benevolent man dekireft.tty 
see accooiplished ? If there were m it any ami 
grand prindple of goodness which an earnest 
call and a great occasion would raise into action^ 
to assert or redeem the character of the species^ 
one should think it would be what we call, in* 
correctly enough, Humanity. Consider then^ 
m this nation for instance, which extols its own 
generous virtues to the sky, what lively and 
lational appeals have been made to the whole 
ccmmiunity, respecting the slave trade^, the 
condition of the poor, and the hateful mass of 
cruelty inflicted on brute animals, not to glance 
toward the horrid sacrifices in that temple of 
Moloch named honourable war, which has been 
kept open more than half the past centiiiry :<-^ 
all these appeals substantially in vain: And whjr 
in ^ain } If humanity were a powerful principle 
in the nature of the people, they would not, in 
contempt of knowledge, expostulation, and 
spectacles of misery, persist in the most enopi 
mous violations of it. Why 'm vain? but 
plainly because there is not enough of the vir- 
tue of humanity, not even in what is deemed a 
highly cultivated state of Che human nature, to 

* Happily this topic of accttsation it now tet asufe :. Ijmt 
It would have remained as immovable as the continent of 
Africa^ if the legislature had not been forced into a conTictioa 
that^ on the whoie^ the slaTe trade was not adTantageoua in 
point of pecttniary interest. 



Digitized 



by Google 



THE EPITHET ROMANTIC. 395 

ahswer to the pathetic call. Or if this be not 
the cause, let the idolaters of human divinity 
call, like the worshippers of Baal, in a louder 
voice. Their success will too probably be the 
same ; they will obtain no exertion of power, 
though they cry from morning till the setting 
«un. And meanwhile the observer, who fore- 
sees their disappointment, would think himself 
warranted, but for the melancholy feeling that 
the nature in question is his own, to mock their 
expectations. — ^You know that a multitude of 
exemplifications might be added. And the 
thought of so many great and interesting ob- 
jects, relating to the human economy, as a so- 
ber appreciation of means seems to place be- 
yond the reach of the moral revolutionist*, will 
often, if he has genuine benevolence, make him 
sad. He will repeat to himself, " How easy it 
is to conceive these inestimable improvements, 
and how nobly they would " exalt my species ; 
but how to work them into the actual condition 
of man ! — Are there somewhere in possibility," 

* it 19 obvious that I am not supposing this moral revolu^ 
tioaist to be armed with any power but that of persuasion. 
If he were a monarchy and possessed virtue and talents equal 
to his power, the case would be materially different. Even 
then, he would accomplish but little compared with what he 
could imagine, and would desire ; yet, to all human appear- 
ance, he might be the instrument of wonderfully changing the 
C€>«dition^of society within his Empire. If the soul of Alfred 
could return to the earth !^ 
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he will ask, ** intellectual and moral en^nes 
mighty enough to perform the great process? 
Where in darkness is the sacred repository in 
which they lie? What Marraton* shall explore 
the unknown way to it ? The man who would 
not be glad, in exchange for the discovery of 
this treasury of powers, to shut up for ever 
the mines of Potosi, would deserve to be im- 
mured as the last victim of those deadly ca* 
verns/* 

But each speculative visionary thinks the 
discovery is made; and while surveying his 
own great magazine of expedients, consisting of 
Fortunatus's cap, the philosopher's stone, Alad« 
din's lamp, and other equally efficient articles^ 
he is confident that the work msty speedily be 
done. These powerful instruments of ameliora** 
tion perhaps lose their individual names under 
the general denomination of Philosophy, a term 
that would be venerable, if it could be saved 
from the misfortune of being hackneyed into 
cant, and from the impiety of substituting its 
expedients in the place of divine power. But 
it is of little consequence what denomination 
the projectors assume to themselves or their 
schemes. It is by their fruits that we shall 
know them^ Their work is before them ; the 
scene of moral disorder presents to them the 
plagues which they are to stop, the mountain 
* Spectator^ No. 50. 
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which they are to remov^e, the torrent which 
they are to divert, the desert which they are to 
clothe in verdure and bloom. Let them make 
their experiment, and add each his page to the 
gloomy records in which experience contemns 
the folly of imagination *. 

^ In reading lately some patt of a well-written book pub« , 
Ushed a few years since^ I came to the following passage^ 
which though in connexion indeed with the subject of eleC" 
tUmSy expresses the author*s general opinion of the state of 
societyj and of the means of exalting it to wisdom and virtue. 
^' The bulk of the community begin to examine, to feel, to 
^'^ 'understand, their rights and duties. They only require the 
^* fostering care of the Philosopher to ripen them into complete 
" rationality, and furnish them with the requisites of political 
'^ and moral action." Here I paused to indulge my wonder. 
The- fostering care of the Philosopher ! Why then is not the 
Philosopher about his business ? Why does he not go and 
indoctrinate a company of peasants in the intervals of a 
ploughing or a harvest day, when he will find them far more 
eager for his instructions than for drink ? Why docs he not 
introduce himself among a circle of fanners, who cannot fail, 
«8 he enters, to be very judiciously discussing, with the aid 
of their punch and their pipes, the most refined questions re- 
specting their rights and duties, and wantingliut exactly his 
aid, instead of more punch and tobacco, to possess them- 
selves completely of the requisites of political and moral action ? 
TThe population of a manufactory, is another most promising 
seminary, where all the moral and intellectual endowments 
are so nearly ripe, that he will seem less to have the task of 
cultivating than the pleasure of reaping. Even among the 
company in the ale-house, though the Philosopher might at 
first be sorry, and might wonder, to perceive a slight merge 
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All the speculations and schemes of the 
sanguine projectors of all ages, have left the 
world still a prey to infinite legions of vices 
and miseries, an immortal band which has 
trampled in scorn on the monuments and the 
dust of the self-idolizing men who dreamed, 
each in bis day, that they were born to chase 
these evils out of the earth. If these vain 
demigods of an hour, who trusted to change 
the world, and who perhaps wished to change 
it only to make it a temple to their fame, could 
be awaked from the unmarked graves into 
which they sunk, to look a little while round 
on the world for some traces of the success of 
their projects, would they not be eager to retire 

of the moral part of the man in the sensitive^ and to 'find in 
so Tociferoiis a mood that inquiring reason which> he had 
supposed^ would be waiting for him with the ^leut anxious 
docility of a pupil of Pythagoras ; yet he would find a most 
powerful predisposition to truth and virtue^ and there would 
be every thing to hope from the accuracy of his logic, the 
comprehensiveness of his views, and the beauty of his mortd 
sentiments. But perhaps it will be explained^ that the Phi- 
losopher does not mean to visit all these people in person ; 
but that having first secured the saurce of influence, having 
taken entire possession of princes, nobility , gentry, and clergy, 
which he expects to do in a very short time, he will manage 
them like an electrical machine, to operate on the bulk of the 
community. £ither way the achievement will be great and 
admirable] the latter event seems to have been predicted in 
that sibylline sentence^ " When the sky falls^ we shall catch 
^^ks." 
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again into the chambers of death, to hide the 
shame of their remembered presumption ? The 
wars and tyranny, the rancour cruelty and re- 
venge, together with all the other unnumbered 
vices and crimes with which the earth is still 
infested, are enough, if the whole mass could 
be brought within the bounds of -any one even 
the most extensive empire, to constitute its^ 
whole population literally infernals, all but 
their being incarnate, and th^t indeed they 
would soon, through mutual destruction, cease 
to be. Hitherto the fatal cause of these evils,' 
ithe corruption of the human heart, has sported 
with the weakness, or seduced the strength, of 
all human contrivances to subdue them. Nor 
do I perceive any signs as yet that we are com- 
mencing a better era, in which the means that 
have failed before, or the expedients of a new 
and more fortunate invention, shall become 
irresistible, like the sword of Michael, in our 
.hands. The nature of man still " casts ominous 
•conjecture on the whole success/* While tliat 
is corrupt, it will pervert even the very schemes 
and operations by which the world should be 
improved, though their first principles were 
pure as heaven ; and revolutions, great disco- 
veries, augmented science, and new forms of 
polity, will become in effect what may be 
denominated the sublime mechanics of depi-a- 
vity. 

Q3 
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LETTER V. 

This view of moral and philosophical pro- 
jects, added to that of the limited exertion of 
energy with which the Almighty has accompa* 
nied, as yet, the dispensation of the gospel, ac- 
companied with the consideration of the impo- 
tence of human efforts to ihake that dispensa- 
tion efficacious where his will does not, forms 
a melancholy and awful account. In the hours 
of pensive thought, the serious observer^ unless^ 
he can fully resign the condition of man to the 
infinite wisdom and goodness of his Creator, 
will feel an emotion of horror, as if standing on 
the verge of a hideous gulf, into which almost 
all the possibilities, and speculations, and ef-» 
forts, and hopes, relating to the best improve- 
ments of mankind, are brought down in a long 
abortive series by the torrent of ages, to be lost 
in final despair. 

To an atheist of enlarged sensibility, if that 
were a possible character, how gloomy, beyond 
all power of description, must be the long re- 
view, and the undefinable prospect, of this tri^ 
umph of evil, unaccompanied, as it must ap- 
pear to his thoughts, by any sublime intelligent 
process, converting, in some maqner unknown 
to mortals, this evil into good, either during tho 
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course or in the result. A devout theist, when 
he becomes sad amidst his contemplations, re* i 
covers a solemn and submissive tranquillity, by* / 
reverting to his assurance of such a wise and \ 
omnipotent conduct. As a believer in revela- \ 
tjon, he is consoled by the confidence both 
that this train of evils will be converted inta 
good in the effect, and that the evil itself iii 
this world will at a future period almost cease. 
He is persuaded 'that the Great Spirit, who pre- 
sides over this mysterious scene, has yet an 
energy of operation in reserve to be unfolded 
on the earth, such as its inhabitants have never, 
except in a few momeotary glimpses, beheld ; 
und that when his kingdom comes, those pow* 
ers will be manifested^ to command the chaog 
of turbulent and malignant elements into a new 
moral world. 

And is it, not strange, my dear friend, to ob- 
serve how carefully, some philosophers, who 
deplore the condition of the world, and profess 
to expect its amelioration, keep their specula- 
tions clear of every idea of Divine Interposi- 
tion? No builders of houses or cities were 
ever more attentive to guard against the access 
of inundation or /fire. If He should but touch 
their prospective theories of improvement, they 
would renounce them, as defiled and fit only 
for vulgar fanaticism. Their system of Provi- 
dence would be profaned by the intrusion of 

Q 4 
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the Almighty. Man is to effect an apotheosts 
for himself, by the hopeful process of exhaust-* 
log bis corruptions. And should it take all biit 
an endless series of ages, vices, and woes, to 
reach this glorious attainment, patience may- 
sustain itself the while by the thought that 
when it is realized, it will be burdened with no 
duty of religious gratitude. No time is too 
long to wait, no cost too deep to incur, for the 
triumph of proving that we have no need of 
that one attribute of a Divinity, which creates 
the grand interest in acknowledging such a 
Being, the benevolence that would make- us 
happy. But even if this triumph should be 
found unattainable, the independence of spirit 
tvhich has laboured for it, must not at last sink 
into piety. This afflicted world, " this poor 
terrestrial citadel of nran," is to lock its gates, 
and keep its miseries, rather than admit the de- 
gradation of receiving help from God. 

I wish it were not true that even men who 
firmly believe in the general doctrine of the di- 
vine government of the world, are often be- 
trayed into the impiety of attaching an exces- 
sive importance to human agency in its events. 
How easily a creature of their own species is 
transformed by a sympathetic pride into a God 
before them ! If what they deem the cause of 
truth and justice, advances with a splendid 
front of distinguished names of legislators, or 
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patriots, or military heroes, it must then and 
Inust therefore triumph ; nothing can withstand 
such talents, accompanied by the zeal of so 
many faithful adherents. If these shining in* 
sects of fame are crushed, or sink into the 
despicably reptiles of corruption, alas, then, for 
the cause of truth and justice ! All this while^ 
there is no solemn reference to the " Blessed 
and only Potentate/' If however the founda* 
tions of their religious faith have not been 
shaken, and they possess any docility to the 
lessons of time, they will after a while be taught 
to withdraw their dependence and confidence 
Irom all subordinate agents, and habitually re<* 
gard the Supreme Being as the only power in 
the creation. 

It strikes me a$ not improbable, that the 
grand moral improvements of a future age may 
be accomplished in a manner that shall leave 
nothing to man but humility and grateful ado* 
ration. His pride so obstinately ascribes .to 
himself whatever good is^effected on the globe, 
that perhaps the Deity will evince his own in- 
terposition, by events as obviously independent 
of human power as the rising of the sun. Per- 
haps some of them may take place in a man- 
ner but little connected even with human 
operation. Or if the activity of men shall be 
employed as the means of producing all of 
them, there will probably be as palpable a dis- 
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proportion between* the iDstruments and tHe 
events, as there was between the rod of Moses 
and th^ stupendous phenomena which followed 
its being stretched forth. No Israelite wa^ 
foolish enough to ascribe to the rod the power 
that divided the sea ; nor will any witness of 
the moral wonders to come attribute them to 
man. , 

, I hope these extended observations will not 
appear like an attempt to exhibit the whole 
stock of means as destitute of all value, and 
the industrious application of them as a labour 
without reward. It is not to depreciate a thing:^ 
if, in attempting to ascertain its real magnitude, 
it is proved to be little. It is no inj.ustice t^ 
mechanical powers, to say that slender ma« 
chines will n^t. move rocks s^nd massive timbers ; 
uor to chemical ones, to assert that though an 
earthquake may Eing a promontory from its 
basis,, the explosion of an ounce of gunpowder 
will not.. — Between moral powers also, and tbe^ 
objects to which they are applied, there are 
eternal laws of proportion ; atid it would seepi 
a most obvious principle of good sense^ that on 
^stiniate moderately correct of the force of each 
of our means according to these laws, as far ^ 
they can be ascertained, should precede every 
application of them. Such an estimate has no 
place in a mind under the ascendency of imagi« 
nation, which) therefore^ by extravagant)^ mag« 
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nifying its means, inflates its pr;ojects with 
hopes which ipay justly be called romantic. 
The best corrective of such irrational expecta* 
tion.is an appeal to experience. There is an 
immense recoid of experiments, which will tell 
the power of almost all the engines, as worked 
by human hands, in the whole moral magazine. 
And if a man expects any one of them to pro- 
duce a greater effect than ever before, it must 
be because the talents of him that repeats the 
trial, transcend those of all former experimenta- 
lists, or else because the. season is more auspi- 
cious. 

The estimate of the power of means, obtained 
by the appeal to experience, is indeed most 
humiliating : but what then ? It is a humble 
thing to be a man. The feebleness of means is^ 
in £BLct, the feebleness of him that employs them; 
for the most inconsiderable means, when wielded 
by celestial powers, can produce the most stu- 
pendous effects. Till, then, the time shall arrive 
for us to assume a nobler rank of existence, we 
must be content to work on the present level of 
our nature, and effect that little which we can 
effect; unless it be greater magnanimity and 
piety to resolve that because our powers are 
limited to do only little things, they shall there- 
fore, as if in revenge for such an economy, do 
nothing. Our means will do something ; that 
something is what they were meant to effect in 
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our bands, and not that something else which 
we all wish they would effect^ and a visionary 
man presumes they will. 

This dispropOTtion between the powers and 
means which mortals are confined to wield, and 
the great objects which all good men would 
desire to accomplish, is a part of the s^point* 
ments of Him who determined all the relatione 
in the universe ; and He will see to the con- 
sequences. For the present, he seems to say 
to his servants, '^ Forbear to inquire why «a 
small' a part of those objects to which I have 
summoned your activity, is placed within the 
leach of yo^r powers. Your feeble ability for 
action is not accompanied by such a capacity 
of. understanding as would be requisite to com* 
prehend why that ability was made no greater. 
£ven if it had been made incomparably greater^ 
would there not still have been objects before 
it too vast for its operation? Must not the 
highest of created beings still have something 
in view, which they feel they can but partially 
accompliish till their powers are enlarged ? Must 
there not be an end of improvement in my 
creation^ if the powers of my creatures had be^ 
come .perfectly equal to the magnitude of their 
designs } How mean must be the spirit of that 
being, that would not make an effort now to- 
ward the accomplishment of something higher 
than he will be able to accomplish till heree^er. 
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Because mightier labourers would have been 
requisite to eflTect all that you wish, will you 
therefore murmur that I have honoured you^ 
the inferior ones, with the appointment of 
making a noble exertion? If there is but little 
power in yowr hands, is it not because I retain 
the power in mine^ Are you afraid lest that 
power should fail to do all things right, only 
because you are so little made its instruments ? 
Be grateful that all the work is not to be done 
Without you, and that a God employs you in 
that in which he also is employed. But remem- 
ber that while the employment is yours, the 
success is altogether his; and that your diligence 
therefore, and not the effect which it produces, 
will be the test of your characters. Good men 
have been employed in all ages under the same 
economy of inadequate means, and what ap- 
peared to them inconsiderable success. Go 
to your labours: every sincere effort will^ in- 
fallibly be one step more in your own progress 
to a perfect state ; and as to the Cause, when 
/ see it necessary for a God to interpose in his 
own manner, I will come." 

I should deem a train of observations of the 
melancholy hue which shades some of the latter 
pages of this essay, useless, or perhaps even 
noxious, were I not convinced that a serious 
exhibition of the feebleness of human agency 
in relation to all great objects, might aggca:i^e 
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the impression, often so fiunt, of the absolute 
supremacy of God, of the total dependence of 
all mortal effort on him, and of the necessity of 
devoutly regarding his intervention at every 
moment. It might promote th^t test attain* 
ment of a zealously good man, the resignation 
to be as diminutive an agent as God pleases, 
and as unsuccessful a one. I am assured also* 
that, in a pious mind, the humiliating estimate 
of means and human power, and the conse<<» 
quent sinking down of all lofty expectations 
founded on them, wilMeave one single mean, 
and that far the best of all, to be held not only 
of undiminished but of more eminent value 
than ever was ascribed to it before. The noblest 
of all human means must be that which obtains 
the exertion of divine power. The means 
which, introducing no foreign ^ency, are ap- 
plied directly and .immediately to their objects, 
seam to bear such a defined proportion to those 
objects, as to assign and limit the probable 
effect. This strict proportion exists no longer, 
and therefore the possible effects become too 
great for calculation, when that expedient is 
solemnly employed, which is appointed as the 
mean of engaging the divine energy to act on 
the object. If the only means by which Je- 
hoshaphat sought to overcome his superior 
eiiemy, had been his troops horses and arms^ 
the proportioi^ between these means and the 
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end would iiai^e been perfectly assignable, and 
the probable result of the conflict a matter of 
ordinary calculation. But when he said ^' Nei« 
ther know we what to do, but our eyes are up 
unto thee/' he moved (I speak it reverently) a 
new and infinite force to invade the host of 
Moab and Ammon ; and the consequence dis- 
played in their camp the difference between an 
irreligious leader, who could fight only with 
arms and on the level of the plain, and a pious 
one, who could thus assault from Heaven. It 
may not, I own, be perfectly correct, to cite, in 
illustration of the efficacy of prayer, the most 
wonderful ancient examples. Nor is it needful, 
since the experience of devout and enptinently 
rational men, in latter times, has supplied a 
great number of striking instances of important 
advants^es so connected with prayer, that they 
deemed them the evident r|pult of it. This 
' experience, taken in confirmation of the assur- 
ances of the bible, wairants ample expectations 
of the efficacy of an earnest and habitual devo- 
tion*; provided still, as I need not remind 
you, that this mean be employed as the grand 
auxiliary of the other means, and not alone, till 
all the rest are exhausted or impracticable. 
And I am convinced that every man, who, 

* Here I shall not be misunderstood to believe the multi- 
tude of stories which hare been told by deluded fancy, or de- 
tettable itDpofCore. 
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aoiidst his serious projectst is apprized of hi» 
dependence on God, as completely as that de* 
pendence is a fact, will be impelled to pray, 
and anxious to induce his serious friends to 
pray, almost every hour. He will as little^ 
without it, promise himself any noble success^ 
as a mariner would expect to reach a distant 
coast by having his sails spread in a stagnatioa 
of the air. — I have intimated my fear that it is 
visionary to expect an unusual success in the 
human administration of religion, unless there 
are unusual omens ; now a most emphatical 
spirit of prayer would be such an omen ; and 
the individual who should solemnly determine 
to try its last possible efficacy, might probab^ 
find himself becoming a much more prevailing 
agent in his little sphere. And if the whole» 
or the greater number, of the disciples of chris* 
tianity, were, wi^^ an earnest unalterable resar 
lution of each, to combine that Heaven should 
not withhold one single influence whichxthe 
very utmost effort of conspiring and persever-t 
ing supplication would obtain, it would be 
the sign that a revolution of the world was at 
hand. 

My dear friend, it is quite time to dismiss 
this whole subyect; though it will probably 
appear to you that I have entirely lost and for- 
gotten the very purpose fqr which I took it up, 
which certainly was to examine the correctness^ 
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of some not unusual applications of the epithet 
Romantic. It * seemed necessary, first, to de- 
scribe the characteristics of that extravagance 
which ought to be given up to the chaise, withr 
some-^ exemplifications. The attempt to do 
this, has led me into a length of detail of which 
I had no expectations The intention was, 
next, to display and to vindicate, in an ex*' 
tended illustmtion, several schemes of life, and 
models of character; but I will not carry the 
subject any ftirther. I shall only just specify, 
in concluding, two or three of those p6ints of 
character, on which die censure of being ro-*' 
mantle has improperly fallen. 

One is, a disposition to take high examples 
for imitation. I have condemned that e^trava« 
gance, which presumes on the same career of 
action and success tiiat has been the destiny of 
some individuals so extraordinary as to 1^ the 
most conspicuous phenomena of history. But 
this is a vteiy different thing fiK>m the dispositioa 
to contemplate with emotion the class of men 
who have been illustrious for their excdience 
imd their wisdom, to observe with deep atten* 
tion the principles that animated them and the 
piocess of their attaiiiments, and to keep them 
in view as the standard of character. A man 
may, without a presumptuous estimate of his 
talents, or the expectation of passing through 
9Dy couMe of unexampled events, indulge the 

R 
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ambition to resemble and follow, in the essential 
determination of their characters, those sublime 
spirits who are now removed to the kingdom 
where they " shiiie as the stars for ever and 
ever/' :^ 

A striking departure from the order of custom 
in that rank to which a man belongs, by devot-» 
ing the privileges of that rank to a mode of 
excellence which the people who compose it 
never dreamed to be a duty, will by them be 
denominated romantic. They will wonder why 
a man that ought to be just like themselves, 
should affect a quite different style Of life, 
should attempt unusual plans of doing good^ 
should distaste the society of his class, and 
should put himself under some extraordinary, 
discipline of virtue, though every point of his 
system may be the dictate of reason and con** 
science* 

The. irreligious will apply this epithet to the 
determination to make, and the zeal to inculcate, 
great exertions and sacrifices for a purely moral 
ideal reward. Some gross and palpable prize is 
requisite to excite their energies, and theHefore^ 
self-denial repaid by ^conscience, benefi<^ence 
without fame, and the delight of resembling the 
^Divinity, appear very visionary felicities* 

The epithet will often be applied to a man 
who feels it an imperious duty to realize, as fat 
>as. possible, and. as soon jas possible^ every thing 
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Which In theory he approves and applauds. You 
Ivill often hear a circle of perhaps respectable 
J)ersons agreeing entirely that this one is an 
Excellent principle of action, and that other an 
amialie quality, and a third a sublime excel- 
lence, who would be amazed at your fanaticism, 
If you were to adjure them solemnly, and say, 
** My friends, frcmi this moment you are bound, 
from this moment we are all bound, on peril of 
the displeasure of God, to realize in ourselves, 
to the last possible extent, all that we have thus 
applauded/' Through some fatal defect of con- 
Bcience; there is a very general feeling, regard- 
ing the high order of moral and religious at||iin- 
fxients, that though it is a glorious and happy 
exaltation to possess them, yet it is perfectly 
«afe to stop contented where we are. One is 
confounded to hear irritable persons applauding 
a character of self-command, pers^ns who trifle 
away their days admiring the instances of a 
strenuous improvement of time, rich persons 
praising examples of extraordinary beneficenc'e 
which they know far sulrpass themselves, though 
without larger means, and all expressing their 
deep respect for the men who have been most 
eminent for devotional habits, am! yet appa- 
rently with no consciousness that they are 
themselves placed in a solemn ekctiin of hence« 
forth striving in earnest to exemplify this very 

r2 
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dame pitch of character, or of beiBg condetttoed 
in the day of judgment. 

Finally, in the application of this epithet, but 
little allowance is generally made for the Very 
great difference between a man's eaterlttning 
high designs and hopes for himself alone, afid 
his entertaining them relative to other persons 
It may be very romantic for a man to pron^se 
himself to effect such designs upon others «3 it 
may be very reasonable to meditate for faimsdil 
If he feels the powerful habitual impulse c( 
conviction prompting him to the highest attain* 
ments of wisdom and excellence, he may per* 
faa^ justly hope to reach them himself, though 
it would be most extravagant to extend the 
same hope to all the persons to whom he may 
try to impart the impulse. I specify thfe attain* 
tnents of wisdom and exceliencei because, to iht 
distinction between the designs and hopes 
which a man might entertain for himself, and 
those which he might have respecting othe^ 
it is necessary to add a further distinction as to 
t^he nature of those which he might entertain 
only for himself. His extraordinary plans and 
expectations for himself might be of such a 
nature as to depend on other persons for their 
accomplishment, and might therefore be as 
extravagant as If other persons^ alone had been 
their object. Or, on the contrary, they may be 
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of a kind which shall not need the co-operation 
of other persons, and may be realized indepen- 
dently of their will. The design qf acquiring 
immense riches, or becoming the commander 
vof sxk army, or the legislator of a nation, must 
in its progress be dependent on other beings 
besides the individual, in too many thousand 
points for a considerate man to presume that he 
shall b0 fortunate in them all. But the schemes 
of eminent personal attainments, not depending 
in any of these ways, are romantic only when * 
there is some fatal intellectual or moral defect 
in the mind itself which has adopted them. 
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ESSAY IV. 

On some of the Causes hy which Evangelical 
Religion has been rendered unacceptable to 
persons of cultivated taste. 



LETTER I. 



My dear Frtend^ 

wwHlLE this life is passing so fast away, it is 
striking to observe the various forms of chatac- 
ter in which men choose to spend this intro^ 
ductory season of their being, and *to enter on" 
its future greater stage. If some one of these 
forms is more eligible than all the fest for en- 
tering on that greater stage, a thoughtful nian 
will surely wish for that to be his own ; and t6 
ascertain which it is, is the most important of 
all his inquiries. We, my friend, lEire persuaded 
that the inquiry, if serious, will soon terminate^ 
and that the christian character will be selected 
as the only one, in which it is wise to await . 
the call into eternity. Indeed the assurance of 
R 4 
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our eternal existence itself rest^ but on that 
authority which dictates also the right intro-* 
duction to it. . 

The christian character is simply a confor-« 
mity to the whole religion of Christ. But this 
implies a cordial admission of that whole reli-» 
gion ; and it meets, on the contrary, in many 
minds not denying it to be a communicatioii 
from God, a disposition to shrink from some of 
its peculiar distincticms, or tq modify them. I 
am not now to learn .that the substantial cause 
of this, is that repugnance in human nature to 
what is purely divine, which revelation affirms, 
and all history proves, and which perhaps some 
of the humiliating points of the christian sys*^ 
tem are more adapted to provoke, than anjr 
thing else that ever came from heaven. Nor 
4.0 I need to be told how much this chief cawe 
has aided wd aggravated the power of those 
$ubordiQ^te ones which may have conspiredi 
to prevent the success of evangelical religion 
fmong one class of persons, I mean perscms of 
a refined taste, and whose feelings concaming 
irhat is great and excellent h^ve been disci^ 
plined to accord with a literary or philosopbicdi 
standard. But even had there been le^s of thit 
natural aversion in such minds, or had there 
been none, some of the causes which have acted 
on them, would, neverthelesis, have tended ne« 
fes^arily, as far as they had .any operation ttt 



Digitized 



by Google 



iM, to ]eS86ii the attraction of pure christian 
iiity,^.^! ^ish to illu0trat^ several of tbesd 
causes, after briefly describing the aBticbris« 
tian flings, in which I have observed tiheif 
^eiSectt 

It is true that many persons of taste havei 

without any precise disbelief of the christian 

truth, so little concern about religion in any 

foTmj tibat the unthinking dislike which th^ 

aiay occasionidly feel to tlie evangelical princi^ 

^es hardly deserves to be described* These 

are to be assigned, whatever may be their facul«* 

ties or improv^nrats, to the nomerous triflers^ 

on whom we can pronounce only the general 

condemnation of irreligion, their feelings not 

being sufficiently marked for a more discriml<- 

loative censure. But the aversion to the evan« 

gelical system is of a more defined character, as 

It exists in a mind too serious for the fidlies of 

the world and the neglect of all religion, and in 

which the very aversion becomes, at times; the 

ittbject of painful and apprehensive reflection^ 

from a consciousness that it is an unhappy 

symptom, if that view of the subjects by which 

it is excited, has really the sanction of divine 

revelation. If a person of such a mind disclosed 

bimsejif to you, he would describe how the 

elevated sentiment, inspired by the contempla« 

tion of other sublime subjects, is confounded, 

and sinks mortified into the heart, when this 
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new subject is presented to his view. It seeeNi 
to require almost a total dange of bis m^atai 
habits to admit this as the most interestki^ 
subject of alU while yet he dares m>t reject the 
authority which supports its claims. The dig# 
nity of religion, as a general and refined specu* 
lation, he may have long acknowledged ; but it 
appears to him as if it lost part of that dignity^ 
in taking the specific form of the evangelicat 
system ; just as if an ethereal being were re^^ 
duced to combine hia radiance a«d aubtilty 
with an earthly nature. He is aware that reli% 
gion in the abstract', or in other words, the prin^ 
ciples which constitute the relation of all in-« 
telligent creatures indiscriminately with the 
Deity, must receive a special modification, by 
means^ of the addition of some other principles, 
in order tq become a peculiar religious economy 
for a particuls^r race of those creatures, espe-t 
cially for a little sind a guilty race. And the 
christian revelation assigns the principles by 
which this religic^ in. the abstract, the religion 
of the universe, is thus nH>dified ipto iJie pecu^t 
liar form required for the nature s^nd condition 
of man. But when he contemplates s^ome of 
these principles, which do indeed place our 
nature and condition in a very humbling point 
of view, he can with difficulty avoid regretting 
that our relations with the divinity should be 
fixed according to such an economy. , The gosr 
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pel appeals to him likie the image in Nebiiv 
chadnezzar's dream, refulgent indeed with a 
head of ^old ; the sublime truths which are in* 
flependent of every peculiar dispensation are 
Juminously exhibited ; but the doctrines which 
are added as descriptive of the peculiar circum-* 
stances x>f the christian economy, appear less 
^splendid, and as if descending towards the 
qualities of iron and clay. In admitting this 
portion of the system as a part of the truth, his 
feelings amount to the wish that a difierent 
theory had been irtu. It is therefore with a 
degree of shrbking reluctance that he some-f 
times adverts to the ideas peculiar to the gos^ 
pel. He would willingly lose this specifie 
acheme of doctriiies in a more general theory of 
religion, instead of ret^gning every wider spe* 
culation for this scheme, in which God has 
comprized, and distinguished by a very pe* 
^uliar character, all the religion which he wills 
to be known, or to be useful, to ouf world. He 
would gladly evade the conviction that the 
gospel is so far from being merely one of the 
modes, or merely even the best of the modes, 
of religion, that it is, as to us, the cpmprehen- 
sive and. exclusive mode; insomuch that Ke 
who has not a religion concordant with the 
pew testament, is without a religion. He suf- 
fers himjs^elf to pass, the year in a dissatisfied 
wncertainty, and a criminal negJect of deciding, 
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whether his cok! redepti&ii of the spedie nem 
of ebristiaiiity wHl render una^Uing his vegMd 
for those more gtenemi truths j^ei^iectitig ttiA 
Deity, moml rectitude, and a future siate« 
which are necessarily at the basis of the sy^tetA^ 
He is afraid tp examioe and determ^ii»e th0 
question, whether it wiU be safe to rest in a 
scheme composed of the genial prindpies of 
wisdom and virtue, selected fr4>m the chrislisii 
oracles and the 6pecuiati€N» ^ ^loso^^y, bar* 
monized by reasoii, and embdHisAied by fsM^ 
If it were safe, he would much rather he Ih^ 
dignified jm&mm of such a pfailosc^phic reilne^ 
ment of Christianity, than yield himself to be 
completely buoMed into a subinissive discif^ 
of Jesus Christ. This refined system would bo 
etear of the unwelcome peeultarHios <^ eferistiaa 
doctrine, and it would also allow some difl^ 
tent ideas of the nature ci moral excellrace^ 
He would not be so explicitly condemned for 
indulging a disposition to admire and imitate 
some of those models of chamcter which, how^* 
erer opposite to pure christian excellence, tbk 
world has always idolized* 

I wish I could display, in the most fwcibl^ 
manner^ the considerations which shew hotf 
&r such a state of mind is wroi^^ But, fo^ the 
present, my object is to remark on a few of the 
causes which may have contributed to it. 

I do not, font a m<Mnent, place among these 
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tauMd tliat continual dishotioitr whkh the relU 
^pon of Christ has suffered^ through the cor^ 
rupted institutions, and the depraved character 
cf indiTiduals or communities of what is called 
tiie christian world; Such a man as I have 
supposed) understands what its tendency and 
dictates really are, so far at least that, iu coa« 
templating the bigotry, persecution, hypocrisy^ 
and worldly ambition^ which have stained, and 
continue to stain, the christian history, his 
mind instantly dissevers, by a decisive glance 
of thought, all these evils, and the pretended 
christians who are accountable for them, from 
the religion which is as distinct from them ai$ 
the Spirit that pervades all things is pure from 
matter and from sin. In his view, liiese odious 
things and these wicked ir^n that have arro* 
g^ed and defiled the christian name, sink out 
of sight trough a chasm, like Korah, Datban, 
and Abiram, and leave the camp and the cause 
holy, though they leave the numbers small. It 
needs so very moderate a share of discernment, 
in a protestant country at least, where a well- 
known volume exhibits the religion itself ge- 
nuine and entire as it came from heaven, to 
perceive the utter disconnexion and antipathy 
between it and all these abominations, that to 
take them as congenial^ and inseparable, be- 
trays*' in every instance, a detestable want of 
f^rincipk, or a pitiable want of sense. The de- 



Digitized 



by Google 



i5i OlS XH£ AVERSION OF MEN OF TASt£ 

feet of cordiality towarcl the religion of Christy 
in the persons that I am accusing, does not 
arise from this debility or this injustice. They 
Would not be l^ss equitable to Christianity than 
they would to some estimabie man^^whom they 
would not esteem the less because villains that 
hated him, knew, however, so well the excel-* 
lence of his name and character, as gladly to 
employ them to aid their schemes, or to shelter 
their crinies.— But indeed these remarks are 
not strictly to the purpose ; since the prejudice 
which a weak or corrupt mind receiver from 
such a view of the christian history, operates,, as 
we see by facts, not discriminatively against par* 
ticular characteristics of Christianity, but against 
-the whole system, and leads towards a denial 
of its divine origin. On the contrary j the class 
of persons now in question fully admit its di- 
vine authority, but feel a deep dislike to some 
of its most peculiar distinctions. These pe- 
culiarities they may wish, as I have said, to re- 
fine away, but, in moments of impartial seri« 
jousness^ are constrained to admit the convic- 
tion, or something very near the conviction, of 
their being inseparable from the sacred econo- 
my. This however fails to subdue or conciliate 
the heart ; and the dislike to some of the parts 
Jhas often an influence on the affections in re- 
gard to the whole. That portion of the system 
which they think they could admire is admitted 
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with th^ coldness of a mere speculative assent, 
from tire intruding recollection of its being com- 
bined with something else which they cannot; 
admire. Those distinctions from which they 
recoil, are chiefly comprized in that view of 
Christianity which, among a large proportion >of 
the professors of it, is denominated, in a some-* 
what specific sense. Evangelical, and therefore 
I have adopted this denomination in the title 
of this letter. Christianity taken in this vieW 
contains^— a faiuniliating estimate of the n»>ral 
condition. of man, as a being radically cor-r 
rupt — the doctrine of redemption from that 
condition by the merit and sufferings of Christ 
•—the doctrine of a divine influence being ne- 
cessary to transform the character of the human 
mind, in order to prepare it for a higher station 
in the universe-— and a grand moral pecnliartty 
by which it insists on humility, penitence, and 
a separation from the spirit and habits of the 
world. — Ido not see any necessity for a more 
formal and amplified description of that mode 
of understanding Christianity which has as- 
sumed the distinctive epithet Evangelical, and 
which is not, to say the leasts more discrimina-^ 
tively designated among the scofling part of the 
wits, critics, and theologians of the day, by the 
terms Fanatical, Calvinistical, Methodisticak 

I may here notice that, though the greater 
share of the injurious influences on whichi i 
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may remark operates more ]>omte<Uy dgylMl 
the peculiar dodrines ot christianily, yet some 
of them are fatally hostile to that.moraj ^rii 
which the religion partly retains, even whea re** 
duced, as far as it can be t^educed, toward tfao 
form of a mere philosophical theory. And I 
would observe finally, that though I have spe-f 
eified the more refined and intellectual clas& of 
minds, as indisposed to the religion of Christ 
hy the causes to which I refer^ and though 1 
keep them principally in view, yet the influx 
ence of some of thasie causes extends to muiy 
persons of subordinate mental rank*. 



LETTER IL 

In the view of an intelligent and honest mind 
the religion of Christ stands as clear of al! 
connexion with the corruption of men, and 
churches, and ages, as when it was first re» 
vealed. It retains its purity like Moses in 
Egypt, or Daniel in Babylon, or the Saviour of 
the world himself while he mingled with scribes 
and pharisees, or publicans and sinners. But 
though it thus instantly and totally separates 
itself from all appearance of relation to the 
vices of bad men, a degree of eflfort may be re- 
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quired in order to display it, or to view it, in' 
an equally perfect separation from the weakness ^v^ 
of good ones. It is in reality no more identified 
with the one than with the other ; it^ essential 
sublimity is as incapable of being reduced to 
littleness, as its purity is of uniting with vice. 
But it may have a vital connexion with a weak 
mind, while it necessarily disowns a wicked 
one ; and the qualities of that mind with which 
it confessedly Unites itself, will much more 
seem to adhere tp it, than of that with which 
all its principles are in total antipathy. It will 
be more natural to take those persons who are 
acknowledged the real subjects of its influence, 
as illustrations of its nature, than those on 
whom it may be charged as one of the greatest 
of their crimes, that they pretend to be its 
friends. The perception of its nature and dig- 
nity must be very vivid in the man who can 
observe it in its state of intimate combination 
with the thoughts, affections, and language of 
its disciples, without losing sight for one mo- 
ment of its essential qualities and lustre. No 
possible associations indeed can diminish tho 
grandeur of some parts of the christian system. 
The doctrine of immortality, for instance, cannot 
be reduced to take even a transient appear- 
ance of littleness by the meanest or most un- 
couth words and images that shall ever be em- 
ployed to represent it. But there are dome 
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Other points of the system which have not thfe 
same obvious philosophic sublimity. And these 
principles are capable of acquiring, from the 
mental defects of their believers, such associa- 
tions as will give a character very different 
from our common ideas of sublimity to sd 
much as they constitute of the evangelicd 
economy. One of the causes therefore which 
I meant to notice, as having excited in persons 
of taste a sentiment unfavourable to the recep- 
tion of evangelical religion, is, that this is the 
religion of many weak and uncultivated minds. 
The schools of philosophy have been com- 
posed of men of superior faculties and extensive 
accomplishments, who could sVlstain the dignitjt 
of the favourite doctrines, by the knowledge 
and ' eloquence which were but the common 
qualifications of their disciples and advocates. 
They could attract refined and aspiring spirits 
by proclaiming, that the temple of /A^iV goddesS 
was no rendezvous for vulgar men. On the 
contriary, it is the beneficent distinction of the. 
gospel, that notwithstanding it is of a magni- 
tude to interest and to surpass angelic investi- 
gation, (and therefore assuredly to pour contempt 
oil the pride of human intelligence that reject* 
it for its meanness^) it is yet most expressly sent 
to the class which philosophers have always de- 
spised. And a good man feels it a cause of 
grateful joy, that a communication has come 
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from heaven, adapted to effect the happiness of 
multitudes, in spite of natural debility or neg*. 
lected education. He is grateful to him who 
has ^^ hidden these things from the wise and 
prudent, and revealed them to babes,** while 
he observes that confined capacities do not pre- 
clude the entrance, and the permanent resi- 
dence, of that sacred combination of truth and 
power, which finds no place in the minds of 
many philosophers, and wits, and statesmen. 
But it is not to be denied that the natural con- 
sequence follows. Contracted and obscured in 
its abode, the inhabitant will appear, as the 
sun through a misty sky, with but little of it9 
magnificence, to a man who can be content to 
regard the weakest mode of displaying itself to 
which it can be reduced, as the noblest to 
which it can be elevated. In taking such a 
dwelling, the religion seems to imitate what 
was prophesied of its author, that, when he 
should be seen, there would b^ no beauty that 
he should be desired. This humiliation is inevi- 
table ; for unless miracles are wrought, to ini- 
part to the less intellectual disciples an enlarged 
power of thinking, the evangelic truth must 
accommodate itself to the dimensions and unre- 
fined habitudes of their minds. And perhaps 
the exhibitions of it will come forth with 
more of the character of those minds than of 
jta owjpt celestial distintctions : insomuch that if 
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Uiere were no declaration of the sacred system) 
but in the forms of conception and language in 
which they declare it, even a very candid man 
might hesitate to admit it as the most glorious 
gift of heaven. Happily, he finds the subject 
imparted by other oracles; but while from them 
he receives it in its own character, he is tempted 
to wish he could detach it from all the associa- 
tions which he feels it has acquired from the 
humbler exhibition. And he does not greatly 
wonder that other men of the same intellectuial 
habits, and with a less candid and profound 
solicitude to receive with simplicity every thing 
that really comes from God, should have admit- 
ted a very injurious impression from these as« 
fsociations. 

They would not make this impression on a 
man already devoted to the religion of Jesus 
Christ No passion that has become predomi- 
nant is ever cooled by any thing which can be 
associated with its object, while that object 
itself continues unaltered. The passion is even 
willing to verify its power, and the merit of that 
which interests it, by sometimes letting the 
unpleasing associations surround and touch the 
object for ^n instant, and then chasing them 
away ; and it welcomes with augmented attach* 
ment that object coming forth from them un- 
stained ; as happy spirits at the last day will 
receive with joy their bodies recovered from the 
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dust in a state of purity that will leave every 
thing belonging to the dust behind. A zealous 
christian exults to feel in contempt of how 
many counteracting circumstances he can still 
love his religion, and that this counteraction, 
by exciting his understanding to make a more 
defined estimate of its excellence, has but made 
him love it the more. It has now pre-occupied 
evqn those avenues of taste and imagination, by 
which alone the ungracious effect of associations 
could have been admitted. The thing itself is 
elose to his mind, and therefore the causes 
which would have misrepresented it, by coming 
between^ have lost their power. As he hears 
the sentiments of sincere Christianity from the 
weak and illiterate, he says to himself-^All this 
is indeed little, but I am happy to feel that the 
subject itself is great, and that this humble dis- 
play of it cannot make it appear to me different 
from what I absolutely know it to be; any 
more than a clouded atmosphere can diminish 
my impression of the grandeur of the heavens, 
after I have so often beheld the pure azure, and 
the host pf stars. I am glad that it has in this 
man all the consolatory and all the purifying 
efficacy which I wish that my more elevated 
views of it may not fail to have in me. This is 
the chief end for which a divine communica^ 
tion can have been granted to the world. If 
this religion had been of a nature to seek to 
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acquire lustre to itself from the mental dignify 
of its disciples, rather than to make them pure 
and happy amidst their littleness, it would have 
been sent to none of us. At least, not to me ; 
for though I would be grateful for an order of 
ideas somewhat superior to those of my unculti- 
Tated fellow-christian, I am conscious that the 
tioblest forms of thought in which I apprehend, 
or could represent, the subject, do but contract 
its amplitude, do but depress its sublimity. 
♦Those superior spirits who are said torej<»ce 
^ver the first proof of the efficacy of divine 
■truth, have rejoiced over its introduction, evea 
in so humble a form, into the mind of this man, 
and probably see in fact but little difierence, in 
point of speculative greatness, between his man- 
ner of viewing and illustrating it and mine. If 
Jesils Christ could be on earth as before, he 
"Would receive this disciple, and benignantly 
approve, for its operation on the heart, that 
faith in his doctrines, which men of tastcf might 
be tempted to despise for its want of intellectual 
refinement. And since all his true disciples are 
destined to attain greatness at length, the time 
is coming, when each pious though now con- 
tracted mind will do justice to this high subject. 
Meanwhile, such as this subject will appear to 
the intelligence of immortals, and such as it 
will be expressed in their eloquence, such it 
really is now ; and I should deplore the perver- 
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sity of my mind, if I felt more disponed to tak? 
the character of the religion from that style of 
its exhibition in which it appears humiliated, 
th^h from that in which I am assured it will be 
sublime. If, while we are all advancing to meet 
Jthe revelations of eternity, I have a more vivid 
and comprehensive idea than these less pri- 
vileged christians, of the glory of our religion, 
as displayed in the new testament, and if I cap 
much more delightfully participate the senti^ 
ments which devout genius has uttered in the 
contemplation of it, I am therefore called upoa 
to excel them as much in devotedness to this 
religion, as I have a more luminous view of its 
excelfence, 

, Let the spirit of the evangelical system ouce 
gain the ascendency, and it niay thus defy thp 
impressions tending to associate disagreeable 
ideas with its principles ; as the angels in the 
bouse of Lot forced away the unworthy as- 
pailants. But it requires a most extraordin^y 
energy of conviction, to obtain a cordial recep- 
tion for these principles, if such impressions 
have pre-occupied the mind. And that they 
should thus have pre*occupied the man of taste, 
}s not wonderful, if you consider how earjy, 
)iow often, and by what diversities of the same 
general cause, they may have been made on 
him. As the gospel comprizes an ample as- 
semblage of intellectual views, and as the great- 
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er number of christians are inevitably disqaa- 
lifted to do justice to them, even in any degree, 
by the same causes which disqualify them to do 
justice to other intellectual subjects, it is not 
improbable, that the greater number of expres- 
sions which he has heard in his whole life, have 
been utterly below the subject. Obviously this 
is a very serious circumstance ; for if he had 
heard as much spoken on any other intellectual 
subject, as for instance, poetry, or astronomy; 
for which perhaps he has a passion, and if a 
similar proportion of what he had heard had 
been as much below the subject, he would 
probably have acquired but little partiality for 
either of those studies. And it is a very melan« 
choly deposition against the human heart, that 
the gospel needs fewer unfavourable associa- 
tions, to become unacceptable to it, than any 
other important subject. 

The injurious impressions have perhaps struck 
his mind in many ways. For instance, he has 
met with some zealous christians, who not only 
were very slightly acquainted with the evidences 
of the truth, and the illustrations of the reasona- 
bleness, of their religion, but who actually felt 
no interest in the inquiry. Perhaps more than 
one individual attempted to deter him from 
pursuing it, by suggesting that inquiry either 
implies doubt, which was pronounced a crimi- 
nal state of mind, or will probably lead to it, as 



Digitized 



by Google 



TO EVAKGELICAL RELIGION. S6S 

B judgment on the profane curiosity which, on' 
such a subject, was not satisfied with implicitly 
believing. It was thought that an attempt to 
examine the foundation would be likely to end 
in a wish to demolish the structure. ' ' 

He may sometimes have heard the discourse 
of sincere christians, whose religion involved no 
intellectual exercise, and, strictly speaking, no 
subjed of intellect. Separately Irom their feel- 
ings, it had no definition, no topics, no distinct 
succession of views. And if he or some othet 
person attempted to talk on some part of the 
religion itself , as a thing definable and impor- 
tant, independently of the feelings of any 
individual, and as consisting in a vast con- 
geries of ideas, relating to the divine govern- 
ment of the world, to the nature of the eco- 
nomy disclosed by the Messiah, to the dis- 
tinct doctrines deducible from that economy, 
to moral prmciples, and to the greatness of the 
future prospects of man, they seemed to have 
no concern in that religion, and impatiently 
interrupted the subject with the observation 
—That is not experience. 

Others he has heard continually recurring 
to two or three points of opinion, selected 
perhaps in conformity to a system, or per- 
haps in consequence of some casual direc- 
tion of the individual's thoughts, and assert- 
ed to be the life and essence of Christianity- 
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Theae c^nions he has heard jealously though 
not argumentatively defended, even when they 
were not attacked or questioned. If they wer^ 
called in' question, it was an evidence not less 
of depraved principle than of perverted judg- 
ment. All other religious truths were repre- 
ftented as deriving their authority and impor-^ 
lance purely from these, and indeed as deriving 
so little authority and importance, that it was 
almost needless ever to advert to them. The 
neglect of constantly repeating and enforcing 
jihese opinions was said to be the chief 
cause of the melancholy failure attending the 
efforts to promote Christianity in the world, and 
of the decay of particular religious societiesi 
Though he could not perceive how these point^f 
were essential to Christianity, even admitting 
them to be true, they were made the sole, and 
decisive standard for distinguishing between a 
genuine and a false profession of it. And per^ 
haps they were abruptly applied in eager haste 
to any sentiment which he happened to express 
concerning religion, as a test of its quality, an4 
tt proof of its corruptness, 
. In some instances, he may have observed 
some one idea or doctrine, though not espe^ 
cially sanctioned by any system, to have so 
monopolized the mind, that every conversation, 
from whatever point of the compass it started^ 
was certain to find its way to the favourite to« 
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pic, while he was sometimes fretted, sometimes 
amused, and never much improved, by observ- 
ing its progress to the appointed place. If his| 
situation and connexions rendered it unavoid-^ 
able for him often to hear this unfortunate 
manner of discoursing on religion, . his mind 
probably fell into a fault very siioiilar to. that of 
his we]l-meaning acquaintance. As this wor« 
thy man could never speak on the subject 
withbut soon bringing the whole of it down to 
one particular point, so the more refined and 
intellectual listener became unable to think ou 
the subject without adverting immediately to 
the narrow illustration of it exhibited by this 
one man. In consequence of this connexion 
of ideas^ he perhaps became disinclined to 
think on the subject at all; or, if He wai 
disposed or constrained to think of it, he was 
so averse to let his views of Christianity thus 
conveige to the littleness of a point, that h« 
laboured to ^pand them till they lost all sped* 
lically evangelical distinctions in the wideness 
of generality and abstraction. 

Again, the majority of christians are pre* 
tluded, by their condition in life, from any ac« 
quirement of geneml knowledge. It would be 
unpardonable in this more cultivated man not 
to make the allowance for the natural effect of 
this circumstance on the extent of their religi«> 
ous ideas. But he ha$» met with numbers, who 
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itsid no inconsiderable nieans, both as to money^ 
judging by their unnecessary expences, and a9 
to leisure, judgmg by the quantity of time con- 
sumed in useless chat, or in needless sleep, to 
femish their minds with various information^ 
but who were quite on a leveh, iii this respect, 
with those of the humblest rank. They never 
^ven suspected that knowledge could have any 
connexion with religion, or that they could not 
be as clearly and amply in possession cf the 
great subject as a man whose faculties had 
been exercised, and whose extended acquaint- 
ance with things would supply an endless se-^ 
fies of ideas illustrative of religion* He has 
perhaps even heard them make a kind of merit 
0f their indifference to knowledge, as if it were 
the proof or the result of a higher value for re- 
Kgion. If a hint of wonder was insinuated at 
their reading so little, and within so very con- 
fined a scope, it would be replied, that they 
thought it enough to read the bible ; as if it 
were possible for a person whose mind fixes 
with inquisitive attention on what is before 
him, even to read through the bible without at 
least ten thousand such questions being started 
in his mind as can be answered only firom 
sources of information extraneous to the bible. 
But he perceived that this reading the bible 
was no work of inquisitive thought; and in<» 
deed he has commonly found that those who 
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have no wish for anything like a general ita* 
provement in knowledge, have no disposition 
for the real business of thinking, even in reli^ 
gion, and that their discourse on that subject 
is the disclosure of intellectual poverty. He 
has seen them live on for a number of yeaii 
content witii the same confined views, the same 
meagre list of topics, and the same uncouth re- 
ligious language. In so considerable a space of 
time, the diligent investigation of truth woirld 
have given much more clearness to their iacul* 
ties, and much more precision to the articles of 
their belief. They might have ramified the few 
leading articles into a rich diversity of subordi- 
nate principles and import&nt inferences. They 
might have learned to place the christian truth 
jn all those combinations with the other parts 
of our knowledge, by which it is enabled to 
present new and striking aspects, and to multi- 
ply its arguments to the understanding, and its 
appeals to the heart. They might have ren^ 
dered nature, history, and the present views of 
the moral world, tributary to the illustration 
-and the effect of their religion. But they neg- 
lected, and even despised, all these means of 
enlarging their ideas of a subject which they 
professed to hold of infinite importance. Yet 
perhaps, if this man of more intellectual habits 
shewed but little interest in conversing with 
them on that subject, or sometimes seemed 
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anxious to avoid it, this was considered as purft 
aversion to religion ; and what had been unin^ 
teresting to him as doctrine, became revolting 
te reproof. ♦ 

He. may not unfrequently have heard worthy 
but illiterate persons expressing their utmost 
admiration of sayings, passages in books, or 
public discourses, which he could not help 
perceiving were but imperfectly sense. While 
on the other hand, when he has introduced a 
&vourite passage, or an admired book, they 
bave perhaps shewn no perception of its beau»* 
ty, or expressed a doubt of its tendency, from 
its not being in the language of common-place* 
Or perhaps they have directly avowed that 
they could not understand it, in a manner that 
very plainly implied that therefore it was of no 
value. Possibly when he has expressed his 
high admiration of some of the views of the 
gospel, such, for instance, as struck the mind 
of Rousseau, he has been mortified to find that 
some sublime distinctions of the religion of 
Christ are lost to many of his disciples, from 
being of too abstract a kind for the apprehen^ 
sion of any but improved and reflective men. 

If he had generally found in those christian 

* I own that wbat I said of Jesut Christ's gkdly receiyin^ 
one of the humbkr intellectual order for his disciple^ will but 
ill apply to. some of the characters that X describe. 
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professors whose intellectual powers and at-» 
tainments were small, a candid humility, io- 
structing them, while expressing their ani- 
mated gratitude for what acquaintance with re- 
lisrion thev had been able to attain, and for the 
immortal hopes springing from it, to feel that, 
they had biit a confined view of a subject, 
which is of immense variety and magnitude, 
he would have been too much pleased by this 
amiable feeling, to be much repelled by the 
defective character of their conceptions and ex* 
pressions. But often, on the contrary, he has 
observed such a complacent sense of sufficieacj 
in the little sphere, as if it comprized every 
thing which it is possible, or which it is of 
consequence, for any mfnd to see in the chrjs>* 
tian religion. They were like persons who 
should doubt the information that an incompa** 
tably greater number of stars can be se^i 
through a telescope than they ever beheld^ and 
who have no curiosity to try* 

Many christians may have appeared to him 
to attach an extremely disproportionate impor- 
tance to the precise modes of religious obser- 
vances, not only in the hour of controversy re- 
specting them, when they are always magnified 
far beyond their real consequence, but in the 
habitual course of their religious references.' 
These modes may be either such as are adhered 
to by whole communities of christians, perhaps 
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as their respective marks of distinction from one 
another; or any smaller ceremonial peculiari* 
tiesr, devised and pleaded for by particular indi- 
viduals or families. 

The religious habits of some christians may 
have disgusted him excessively. Every thing 
which could even distantly remind him of grU 
mace» would inevitably do this; as, for in- 
stance, a solemn lifting up of the eyes, artificial 
impulses of the breath, grotesque and regulated 
gestures and postures in religious exercises^ aa 
affected faltering of the voice, and, I might add» 
abrupt religious exclamations in common dis« 
course, though they were even benedictions to 
the Almighty,, which he has often heard so ill- 
timed as to have an irreverent and almost a lu- 
dicrous effect. In a mind such as I am suppos- 
ing, the greatest additional veneratiqn for genuine 
leligion will produce no degree of tolerance for 
these habits. Nor will the dislike to them be 
lessened by ever so perfect a conviction of the 
sincere piety of the persons who practise them. 
In the conversation of illiterate christians he 
has perhaps frequently heard the most unfortu- 
nate metaphors and similes employed to ex- 
plain or enforce evangelical sentiments ; ' and 
probably, if he twenty times recollected one of 
those sentiments, or if he heard a similar one 
from some other quarter^ the repulsive figure 
was sure to recur to his imagination. If he haa 
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fieard so many of these^ that each christian to- 
pic has acquired its appropriate image, you can 
easily conceive what a lively perception of the 
importance of the subject itself must be requi* 
nite to preclude the disgust and banish the as- 
aociations. The feeling accompanying these 
topics, as connected with these ideas, will be 
4iK>mewhat like that whith spoils the pleasure 
t>f reading a noble poet, Virgil for instance, 
\irhen each admired passage recalls the images 
into which it has been degraded in that kind of 
imitation denominated travesty. It may be ad- 
4ed, that the reluctance to think of the subject 
because it is connected with these ideas, 
strengthens that connexion. For often the ear- 
nest wish not to dwell on the disagreeable 
images, produces a mischievous re-action by 
"which they press more forcibly on the mind. 
•The tenacity with which ideas adhere to the 
-mind, is in proportion to the degree of interest, 
^whether pleasing or unpleasing, which accom- 
panies them ; and an idea cannot well be ac- 
«eompanied by a stronger kind of interest than 
the earnest wish to escape from it.* If we 
^ouM cease to dislike it, it would soon cease 
-to haunt us. It may also be observed, that the 
infrequency of thinking upon the evangelical 
subjects, will confirm the injurious associations. 
The same mental law operates in regard to sub- 
jects as in regard to persons. If any unfortu- 
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nate idcideat, or any circumstauce of expres- 
sion or conduct, displeased us in our first meet- 
ing with a person, it will be strongly recalled 
•each subsequent time that we see him, if we 
meet him but seldom ; on the contrary, if our 
intercourse with a person becomes frequent or 
habitual, not only such a first unpleasing cir* 
cumstance, but many following ones, may. be 
forgotten-— This observation might be of some 
use to a man that really wishes to dissolve in 
his mind the connexion between evangelical 
^subjects and such disagreeable ideas ; as he will 
perceive that one of the most efiectual means 
would be to make those subjectsjFamiHa^^ 
#ften thinking of them. 

While remarking on the effect of unpleasing 
images employed to illustrate christian princi- 
.pies, I cannot help wishing that religious teach- 
ers were aware of the propriety of not ampli- 
fying the less dignified class of those metaphors 
which it may be proper enough sometimes to 
introduce, and which perhaps are employed, in 
a short and rapid way, in the bible. I shall 
notice only that common one in which the 
benefits and pleasures of religion are repre* 
sen ted under the image of food.- I do not re- 
collect that, in the new testament at least, this 
metaphor is ever drawn to a great length. But 
from the facility of the process, it is not strange 
that i;t has been amplified both in books and 
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discourses into the most extended description 
and the dining-room has been exhausted of 
images, and the language ransacked for sub- 
stantives and acyectives, to stimulate the spi- 
ritual palate. The metaphor is combined with 
so many terms in our language, that it will 
sometimes unavoidably occur, and when em- 
ployed in the simplest and shortest form, it 
niay, by transiently suggesting the analogy, as- 
sist the thought without lessening the subject. 
But it is degrading to spiritual ideas to be 
extensively and systematically transmuted, I 
might say cooked^ into sensual ones. The ana- 
logy between mean things and dignified ones 
should never be pursued further than one or 
two points of necessary illustration ; for if it is 
traced to every circumstance in which a resem- 
blance can be found or fancied, the mean thing 
no longer serves the humble and useful purpose -» 
of merely illustrating some qualities of the great 
one, but becomes formally its representative 
and equal. By their being made to touch at all 
points, the meaner is constituted a scale to 
measure* and to limit the magnitude of the 
superior, and thus the importance of the one 
shrinks to the insignificance of the other. It 
will take some time for a man to recover any 
great degree of solemnity in thinking on the 
delights or the supports of religion, after he h^ 
seen them reduced into all the forms of eating 
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and drinking. In such amplified analogies it 
6ften happens, that the most fanciful or that 
the coarsest points of the resemblance remain 
longest in the thoughts. When the mind has 
teen taught to descend to a low manner of con- 
sidering divine truth, it will easily descend to 
the lowest. There is no such violent tendency 
to abstriaction and sublimity in the minds of thd 
generality of readers and hearers, as to render it 
necessary to take any great pains for the pur- 
pose of retaiiiing their ideas in some small de- 
gree of alliande with matter. 

The preceding pages are a short description 
of some of the prominent circumstances of re- 
pellency, which are connected with evangelical 
religion by means of its uncultivated and inju- 
dicious professors ; and more might have been 
^dded. After such a description, it would b6 
unjust not to observe that some christians, of a 
subordinate intellectual order, are distinguished 
by such an unassuming simplicity, by so much 
refinement of conscience, and by a piety so 
fervent and even exalted, that it would imply 
a very perverted state of mind in a cultivated 
juan, if these examples did not operate, not- 
withstanding the confined scope of their ideas, 
to attract him toward the faith which renders 
them so happy and e5ccellent,^rather than to 
repel him from it. But I am supposing his 
mind to be in a perverted state, and am infi- 
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nitely &r from the impiety of defending him. 
This supposition however being made, I feel no 
surprise, on surveying the minority of t)ie per^ 
sons composing evangelical communitiesi that 
this man has acquired an accumulation of pre«.» 
judices against some of the distinguishing fea-^ 
tures of the gospel. Permitting himself to feel 
as if the circumstances which thus diminish or 
distort an order of christian sentiments, w^a 
inseparable from it, he is inclined to regret that 
there should be any divine sanctions against his 
firaming for himself, perhaps indeed on the 
foundation of those principles in christiauity 
which he cannot but admire, a more enlarged 
scheme of religion. 

It was especially unfortunate if, while thi^ 
man was attaining a high degree of ment^d cuU 
tivation, the senior persons, whether parents of 
other relatives or friends, in whose society he 
lived and was still regarded as a subject otedu^ 
cation^ inculcated religious principles in a maU'r 
ner so unacceptable to taste. In this case, the 
unavoidable frequency cf_intercour»et must 
have rendered the counteractive operation of 
the unpleasing circumstances associated with 
christian truth almost incessant. And it would 
naturally ^become continually stronger. For 
«ach_repetition of that which offended his re- 
lined intellectual habits, would incite him to 
value and cherish them the more, and to culti- 
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vate them according to a standard stilt more 
foreign from all congeniality with his precep- 
tors. These habits he perhaps began and con* 
tinned to acquire from books of elegant senti-. 
ment or philosopl^ical research, which he read 
in disregard of the advice or the injunction to 
read scarcely any but works specifically religi- 
ous. To such studies he has again and again 
returned with an animated rebound from sys«. 
tematic common-places, whether delivered in 
private or in public instruction, and has felt the 
full contrast between the force, lustre, and 
mental richness, accompanying the moral spe-> 
culations or poetical visions of genius, and the 
manner in which the truths, of the gospel had 
been conveyed. He was not serious and honest 
enough to make, when in retirement, a candid 
effort to abstract these truths from the form in 
which they were thus unhappily exhibited, and 
try how they would appear in a better. He 
could easily have transferred them into this 
better form ; or at least, if he could not, he had 
but a very small portion of that mental superir * 
ority, of which he was congratulating himself 
that his disgusts were an evidence. But his 
sense of the duty of doing this was perhaps less 
cogent, from his perceiving that the evangelical 
doctrines were inculcated by his relatives with 
no less deficiency of the means of proving them 
true, than of rendering them interesting ; and 
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he €Ould easily discern that his instructors had. 
received the articles of their faith implicitly, 
from a class of teachers, or a religious commu* 
nity, without even a subsequent exercise of 
reasoning to confirm what they had thus adopt- 
ed- They believed these articles through the { 
habit of hearing them, and maintained them by | 
the habit of believing them. The recoil of his / 
fiselings therefore, did not alarm his conscience 
with the conviction of its being absolutely the 
truth of God, that, under this uninviting form, 
ke was reluctant to embrace. Unaided by such 
a conviction . already existing in him, and un- 
armed with a force of argument sufficient to 
impress it, the seriousness, perhaps sometimes 
rugged seriousness, of his friends, incessantly 
asserting his mitid to be in a fatal condition, 
till he should think and feel exactly as they did, 
was little likely to conciliate his repugnance. 
When sometimes their admonitions took the 
mild or pathetic tone, his respect for their pi« . 
ety, and bis gratitude for their affectionate soli- 
citude, had perhaps a momentary effect to 
make him earnestly wish he could abdicate 
every intellectual refinement, and adopt in pi- 
ous simplicity all their feelings and ideas. But 
as the contracted. views, the rude figures, and 
the mixture of systematic and illiterate lan- 
guage, recurred, his mind would again revolt, 
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and compel him to say, This camiot, will not, 
be my mode of religion. 

How much one wishes to have had the op«» 
portunity of saying to such a man, Why will 
you not understand that there is no necessity 
for this to be the mode of your religion? By 
what want of acuteness do you fail to distin* 
guish between the mode and the essence? la 
the world of nature you see the same simple 
elements wrought into the plainest and most 
beautiful, into the most diminutive and the 
most majestic forms. So the same simple prin-* 
eiples of christian truth may constitute the 
basis of a very inferior or a very noble order of 
ideas. The principles themselves have an in-< 
variable quality; but they were not imparted 
to man to be fixed in the mind as so many bara 
scientific propositions, each confined to one 
single mode of conception, without any collar 
teral ideas, and to be always expressed in one 
unalterable form of words. They are placed 
there in order to spread out, if I might so ex-» 
press it, into a great multitude and diversity of 
ideas and feelings. These ideas and feelings, 
forming round the pure simple principles, will 
correspond, and will make those principles 
seem to correspond, to the meaner or more 
dignified intellectual rank of the mind. Why 
will you not perceive that the subject whicl^ 
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takes 80 bumble a &tyle in its less intellectual 
helievers, unfolds greater proportions through a 
gradation of larger and still larger faculties, and 
with facility occupies the whole capacity of the 
amplest mind, in the same manner as the ocean 
fills a gulph as easily as a creek ? Through this 
series it retains an identity of its essential princi- 
ples, and appears progressively a nobler thing 
only by gaining a position for more nobly display- 
ing itself. Why will you not follow it through 
this gradation, till it reach the point where it is 
presented in a greatness of character, to cor- 
respond with the improved state of your mind ? 
Never fear lest the gospel should pr^ve not 
sublime enough for the elevation of your 
thoughts! If you could attain an intellectual 
eminence from which you would look with 
pity on the rank which you at present hold, 
you would still find the dignity of this subject 
occupying your level, and rising above it. Dq 
you doubt this ? What then do you think of 
such minds, for instance, as those of Milton and 
Pascal? And by how many degrees of the in- 
tellectual scale shall yours surpass them, to 
authorise your feeling that to be little which 
they felt to be great ? They were often consci- 
ous of the magnificence of christian truth filling, 
distending, and exceeding, their faculties, and 
sometimes wished for greater powers to do it 
Justice. In their noblest contemplations, they 
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did not feel their minds elevating the subject,, 
but the subject elevating their minds. Now 
consider that their views c^ the gospel were» in 
essence, the same with those of its meanest 
sinceie disciples ; and that therefore many sen* 
timents which, by their unhappy form, have 
disgusted you so much, bore a faithful though 
bttmble analogy to the ideas of these sublime 
christians. Why then,, while hearing sucb sen<- 
timents, have you not learnt the habit of dart* 
ing upward, by means of this analogy, to the 
noblest style of the subject, instead of abandon* 
ing the subject itself in the recoil from the itn* 
fortunate mode of presenting it> Have you 
notxause to fear that your dislike goes deeper 
than the mode of its appearance ^ For, else, 
would yoa not anxiously seek, and rejoice to 
meet, the divine subject in that lustre of array, 
that transfiguration of aspect, by which its 
grandeur is tbu« redeemed B 

I would make a solemn appeal to the under* 
standing and the conscience of such a man. I 
would say to him. Is it among the excellencies 
of a miod of taste, that it Loses, when the reli-r 
gion of Christ is concerned, all the value of its 
discrimination ? Do you not absolutely know 
that the littleness which you see investing that 
religion, is adventitious ? Are you not certain 
that in hearing the discourse of such men, if 
indeed they were now to be found, as those 
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that I have named, the evangelical tmth^\ 
livould appear to you most sublime, and that 
they are not less noble in fact than they would 
appear as displayed from those minds ? Even if 
they also failed, an^ all modern christians, 
without one elcception, had conspired to give 
an unimpressive aspect to the subject of their 
profession, do you never read the new testa«; 
ment ? If you do, is it in that state of suscepti--* 
ble seriousness, without which you will have 
no just perception of its character, without 
which you are but like an ignorant clown who, 
happening to look at the heavens, perceives no« 
thing more awful in that wilderness of sunsi 
than in the row of lamps along the streets ? If 
you do read that book,'in the better state of feel- 
ing, I have no comprehension of the mechanism 
of your mind, if the first perception would not 
be that of a simple venerable dignity, and if the 
second would not be that of a certain abstract un« 
definable magnificence, a perception of some- 
thing which, behind this simplicity, expands into 
a greatness beyond the compass of your mind; 
an impression like that with which a thought* 
ful man would have looked on the countenance 
of Newton after he had published his disco- 
veries, feeling a kind of mystical absorption in 
the attempt to comprehend the magnitude of 
the sou) residing within that form. When in 
this state of serious susceptibility have you not 
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also perceived in the character and the manner 
of the first apostles of this truth, while thejr 
were declaring it, an eicpressicm of dignity, aU 
together different from that of other distin- 
guished men, and much more refined and hea-i^ 
venly ^ If you examined the cause, you per* 
ceived that the dignity arose partly from their 
being mnployed as living oracles of this truth, 
and still more from their whole characters be-^ 
ing p^^aded by its spirit. And have you not 
been sometimes conscious, for a moment, that 
if it possessed your soul as it did theirs, it 
would make you one of the most elevated of 
all mortals ? You would then display a combi* 
itation of sanctity, devotion, disinterestedness, 
superiority to external things, energy, and exult- 
ing hope, in comparison of which the ambition 
ftf a conqueror, or the pride of a self-admiring 
philosopher, would be a very vulgar kind of 
dignity* You acknowledge these representa- 
tions to be just ; you allow that the kind of 
sublimity which you have sometimes perceived 
in the new testament, that the qualities of the 
apostolic spirit, and that the intellectual and 
moral greatness of some modern christians, ex- 
press the genuine character of the evangelic re- 
ligion, and therefore evince its dignity. But 
then, is it not most disingenuous in you to al- 
low the meanness which you know to be but 
associated sind separable, to be admitted by 
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ydur own mifid t^ an e^euse for its alienatioii 
from what is aerkndwkdged to be the very con* 
ttftiy of nieftfttieds ? Ought you not to turn on 
youm^ilf^ with keen indignation at that want of 
ligctitilde which resigns you to eh« effect of 
these afiBociatiori6, or with contempt of the de* 
bility Which tries in vain to break them ? Is it 
for ^au td be offended at tkie mental wieakness of 
<$hti6tianii, yon, whoise inteliectual vigour, and 
whode dento of justi^^e^ but teave you to niuk 
helpleiM in the iadtidiousnesd of sickly taste^ 
and td lament that so many inferior spirits hav€ 
be^ consoled and saved by this divine faith as 
to make it impossible for you to embrace it; 
even though your own salvation depend on it f 
At the veiy same time perhaps this weakness 
takes the fbrm of pride. Let that pride speak 
out ; it would be curious to hear it say^ that 
your mental refinement perhaps might hav6 
permitted you to assume your ground on the 
s4me eminence with Milton and Pascal, if so 
tnany humbler beings did not disgrace it, by 
occupying the declivity and the vale. 

But after alU what need of referring to illus-* 
trious names, as if the claims of that which 
you acknowledge to be from heaven should be 
made to depend on the number of those who 
have received it gracefully ; or as if a rational 
being could calmly Wait for his taste to be con- 
ciliated, before he would embrace a system by 
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which his immortel interest ist to be secured? 
Is the dijQference, as declared by the Supreme 
Authority^ between the consequ^ices of cprdi- 
ally receiving or not receiving the evangelical 
system so small, that a aelemn contemplation of 
it would not overwhelm you With wonder aikl 
miMtification, that so subordinate a counteract 
tion could so long have made you unjust to 
yourself? And if you avoid this, contemplation^ 
will therefore the difference and the ultimate 
loss prove less serious, because you would not 
exercise thought enough to anticipate, it ^ If 
the consequence should prove to be inexpressi- 
bly serious, will a perversity of refinement ap- 
pear a worthy cause for which to have incurred 
it ? You draerve to be disgusted with a divine 
communication^ and to. lose all its advantages^ 
if you can thus let every thing have a greater 
influence on your feelings concerning it thaii its 
truth and importance, and if its accidental and 
separable associations with littleness^ can coun* 
teract its essential inseparable ones with the 
Governor and Redeemer of the world) with 
happiness, and with eternity. With what com- 
passion you might be justly regarded by an il- 
literate but zealous christian, whose interest in 
the truths of the new testaqaient at once consti- 
tutes the best felicity here, and carries him ra- 
pidly toward the kingdom of his Father, while 
you are standing aloof, and perhaps thinkingt 
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that if he and all such as he were dead, yoa 
mighty after a while, acquire the spirit which 
should impel you also toward heaven. But 
why do you not feel your individual concerA 
in this great subject as absolutely as if sdl men 
were dead, and you heard alone in the earth 
the voice of God ; or as if you saw, lilqs the 
solitary exile of Paimos, an awful appearance 
of Jesus Christ, and the visions of hereafter? 
What is it to you that ma^iy christians have 
given an aspect of littleness to the gospel, or 
that a few have displayed it in majesty ? 



LETTER ILL 

Another cause which l think has tended 
to render evangelical religion less acceptable t6 
persons of taste, is the peculiarity of language 
adopted in the discourses and books of its 
teachers, as well as in the religious correspon- 
dence and conversation of christians. I do not 
irefer to any pset age, when an excessive 
ijuaintness deformed the style of composition, 
toth on religion and < all other subjects; my 
assertion is respecting the diction at present 
in use. 

The works taken collectively of the best wri- 
ters in the language, have created and fixed a 
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gratid standard of general phmiieology. 'Ik^tmf 
department is exempted from the authority df 
this standard, it is the low one of humour and 
buffoonery, in which the writer may coin and 
fashion phrases according to his whim. But iii 
the language of grave subjects, that authority is 
absolute* It does indeed allow indefinite vari- 
eties of what is called style, since twenty pure 
and able writers might be cited, who have had 
each a different style ; but yet there is a cer- 
tain general character of expression which they 
have all substantially concurred to establish. 
This compound result of all their modes of 
writing is become sanctioned as the classical 
manner of employing the language, as the form 
in which it constitutes the most pure general 
vehicle of thought* And though it is difficult 
to define this standard, yet a person of taste 
instantly feels when it is transgressed or de- 
serted, and says very conftdently—I am certsun 
that no classical writer ever employed that 
phrase, or would ever have Combined those 
words in such a mannen 

Now the deviations from this standard must 
be, first, by a mean or vulgar diction, which is 
below it; or secondly, by a barbarous diction 
which is oMi of it, or foreign to it ; or thirdly, 
by a diction which, though foreign to it, & 
yet not to be termed barbarous^ bteauae it is 
elevated entirely above the authority of doe 
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atandard, by 9 9uper-}iuman force or majesty of 
thought^ or a super-human communication of 
truth, 

I might make 9ome charge .against the lau'^ 
gi^age of divines under the first of these dis- 
tinctions ; biit my present attention is to what 
^en^s to me tQ come under the second ciiarac- 
ter of difference from the standard, that of be- 
ing bftfbaroiis.— The phrases peculiar to any 
^ade, profession, or fraternity, are barbarous, 
if they were not iow; they are commonly 
both. The language of law is felt by every 
.one tQ be barbarous in the extreme, not only 
by the huge iuxnber of its technical terms, but 
by its Tcry structure, in such parts of it a$ do 
iiot consist of technical terms. The language of 
science is barbarous, as far as it differs arbitra- 
rily, and in more than the use of those terms 
which are indipensable to the science, from the 
pure general model. And I am afraid that, on 
ithe same principle, the accustomed diction of 
evangelical religion also must be pronounced 
barbarous. For I suppose it will be instantly 
allowed, that the mode of expression of the 
greater number of evangelical divines* and 

* WhttD I say eoangeUcal divines, I coiicar with the ojhU 
«]oiix>f tho!fe, who fbeia a consid^able^ and, io aa intellec- 
-tiud Bad litarajy Tiew^ a higbly respect^le class of the wri- 
tes who hate professedly taught christiamty, to be not strictly 
erangelical. They might ratb^ he denpQunated moral aad 
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professors is widely different from the jstandatd 
of general language, not only by the necessary 
adoption of some peculiar terms, but by a con- 
tinued and systematic cast of phraseology ; in- 
somuch that in reading or hearing five or six 
sentences of an evangelical discourse, you as- 
certain the school by the mere turn of expres- 
sion, independently of any attention to the 
quality of the ideas* If, in order to try what 
those ideas would appear in a different form of 
words, you attempted to reduce a paragraph to 
the language employed by intellectual men in 
speaking or writing well on general subjectSt 
you would find it must be absolutely a version* 
There is no room and no need to collect phrasest 
and quotations; but you kno^ how easily it 
could be done ; and the specimens would give 

pliilosophical divines^ treating rery ably on the generalities of 
religion^ and on the christian morals, but not placing the 
economy of redemption exactly in that light in which the 
new testament appears to me to place it. Some of these 
have avoided the kind of dialect on which I am animadverU 
ing, not only by means of a diction more chissical and digni- 
fied in the general principles of its structure^ but also hf 
avoiding the ideas with which the phrases of this dialect are 
commonly associated. I may horwevei- here observe^ that it is 
by no means altogether confined to the specifically evangelical 
department of writing and discourse, though it there prevails 
the most> and with the greatest number of phrluses. It ex- 
tends, in some degree^ into the majority of writings on reli- 
gion in general^ and may therefore be called the theological 
almost as prt>perly as the evangelical> dialect. 
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the idiea of an attempt to create, out of the 
general mass of the language, a dialect which, 
should be intrinsically spiritual, and so exclu- 
sively appropriated to christian doctrine as to 
be totally unserviceable for any other s^ubject, 
and to become ludicrous when applied to it*. 
And this being extracted, like the sabbath from 
the common course of time, the more extensive 
form of diction is abandoned, with all its pow-. 
ers, diversities, and elegance, to secular sub- 
jects and the use of the profane. It is a kind 
of popery of language, requiring every thing to 
be marked with the signs of the holy church, 
and forbidding any one to minister to religion 
except -in consecrated speech. 

Supposing that a heathen foreigner had ac- 
quired a full acquaintance, with our language 
Ui its most classical construction, yet without 
learning any thing about the gospel, (which 
it is true enough he might do,) and that he 
then happened to read or hear an evangelical 
discourse — he would be exceedingly surprised 
at the strange cast of phraseology. He would 

* This is so true, that it is no uncommon expedient with 
Uie would be wits, to introduce some of the spiritual phrases. 
In speaking of any thing which thc?y wish to render ludi- 
crous 5 and they are generally so' far successful as to be re* 
warded by the laugh or the smile of the circle, who probably 
never had the privilege of hearing wit^ and have not the sense 
#r conscience to care about religion. ^ 
U 2 
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probably be more arrested and occupied by the 
singularity of the diction than by that of the 
ideas ; whereas the general course of the die-- 
tion should appear but the same as that tor 
which he had been accustomed* It should be 
such that he would not even think of it, but 
only of the new subject and peculiar ideas 
which it should present to his view; unless 
there could be some advantage in the necessity 
of looking^at these ideas through the mist and 
confusion of the double medium created by the 
superinduction of an uncouth dialect on a plain 
language. — Or if he were not a stranger to the 
subject, but had acquired its leading principles 
from some author or speaker who employed 
(with the addition of a very small number of 
peculiar terms) the same style in which he 
would have illustrated any other serious sub- 
ject, he would still be not less surprised. " I» 
it possible,*' he would say, as soon as he could 
apprehend what he was attending to, ^' that 
these are the very same views which lately pre- 
sented themselves with such lucid simplicity 
to my understanding? Or is there something 
more, of which I am not aware, conveyed and 
concealed under these strange forms of phrase ? 
Is this another stage of the religion, the school 
of the adepts, in which I am not yet initiated ? 
And does religion their every where, as well as 
in my country, affect to shew and guard its im^ 
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portance by relinquiahiog the simple language 
of intelligence! and assuming an obscure dialecf. 
of its own ? Or is this the diction of an indivi-^ 
dual only, and of one who really intends but to 
convey the same ideas that I have received in 
so much more clear and manly a style ? But 
then, in what remote corner, placed beyond the 
authority of criticism and the circulaticm of 
literature, where a most dignified languc^e 
stagnates into barbarism, did this man study his 
religion and acquire his phmses ? Or by what 
inconceivable perversion of taste and of labour 
has he framed, for the sentiments of his reli*- 
gion, a vehicle so uncongenial with the elo- 
quence of his country, and so adapted tp 
dissociate them from 9II connexion with that 
eloquence ?" 

My dear friend, if I were not conscious of 
the most solemn and cordial veneration for 
evangelical religion itself, I should be more 
afraid to (rust myself in making these observa*^ 
tions on the usual manner of expressing its 
ideas. If I am uncandid I am willing to be 
corrected. Perhaps my description of this 
manner exaggerates ; but that there is a great 
and systematical difference between it and the 
true classical diction, is most^palpably obvious^ 
and I cannot help regarding it as an unfortu^ 
nate circumstance. It gives the gospel too 
much the air of a professional thing, which 

u3 
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must have its peculiar cast of phrases, for th« 
mutual recognitioti of its proficientd, in the 
same manner as other professions, arts, and 
mysteries, have theirs. This is officiously 
placing the singularity of littleness to draw at- 
tention to the singularity of greatness, which 
in the very act it misrepresents and obscures: 
It is giving an uncouthness of manna* to a 
beauty which should attract all hearts. It is 
teaching a provincial dialect to the rising in- 
structor of a world. It is imposing the guise 
of a little formal ecclesiastic on what is des« 
tined for an universal monarch. 

Would it not be an improvement in the ad- 
ministration of religion, whether by means of 
speaking or writing, if christian truth were 
conveyed in that uncoloured neutral vehicle of 
expression which is adapted indijQFerently to 
common serious subjects ? But it may be made 
a question whether it can be perfectly con- 
veyed in such language. This point therefore 
requires a little consideration. The diction on 
which I have animadverted, may be distio- 
guished into three parts. 

The first is a peculiar mode of using various 

common words. And this peculiarity consists 

partly in expresging ideas by such single words 

•as do not simply and directly belong to them> 

' instead of other single words which do simply 

and directly belong to them and in general Ian- 
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guieige are used to express them*; and partly in 
using such combinations of words as make un- 
couth phrases. Now is this necessary ? The 
answer to the question is immediately obvious 
as to the former part of the description ; there, 
can be no need to use one common word in an 
affected manner to convey an idpa which there 
is another common word at hai\d to express in 
the simplest and most usual manner. And then 
as to phrases, composed of an uncouth combi- 
nation of words which are common, and have 
no degree of technicality, — ^are they necessary ? 
They are not absolutely necessary, unless each 
of them conveys a thought of so exquisitely sin- 
gular a signification, that no other conjunction^ 
of terms could have expressed it; a thought 
which was never suggested by one mind to 
another till these three or four wiH'ds happened 
to fall out of the regular order of the language 
into a strange phrase ; a thought which cannot 
be expressed in the language of another coun- 
try that has not a correspondent idiom; and, 
which will vanish from the world if ever this 
phrase shall be forgotten. But these combina- 
tions of words have no such pretentions. They 
will seldom appear to express a meaning which 

* M for instance^ walk, and conversation, instead of cofi- 
duet, actions, or deportment; flesh, instead^ sometimes^ of 
body, sometimes^ of natural inclination. 

U 4 
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it required such a fortunate or ^nth ai dext^^ 
reus expedient to bring and to retain withiti the 
scope of our ideas. Very often their sens^ U 
6f so general and common a kiHd^ that you 
<^ould easily have expressed it in five or six 
different forms of words. Some of these phrases 
would seem to have been originally the mere 
produce of affectation, and some to have been* 
invented to give an appearance of peurticular 
sigtiificance to ideas which were so plain and 
common, that they seemed to have no fbrce as 
exhibited in the ordifiaiy cast of diction. In 
religion, as in other departments, artificial turn^ 
of expression have often been resorted to, in 
order to relieve the obvious plainness of the 
thought. In whatever manner however the 
language was first perverted into these artifi^ 
cial modes, it would be easy to try whether 
they are bedome such special iind privileged 
Vehicles of thought, that no other forms of 
words can express what is supposed to be their 
sense. And it would be found that these 
phrases, as it is within our familiar experience 
that all phrases, consisting of only common, 
words, and having nb relation to art or science^ 
can be exchanged for several different combina^- 
tions of words, without materially altering the 
thought or lengthening the expression. I con-* 
elude then, that what I have described as the 
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first part of the theological dialect, the pecu^ 
Jiar mode of using common words, is not abso-c 
lately necessary as a vehicle of christian truths^; 
The flecond part of the diction consists, nol 
in n peculiar mode of using common words, but 
tn a class of words peculiar in themselves, M 
¥eing seldom used except by divines, but of 
Which the meaning can with perfect ease be 
expressed, without definition or circumlocution^ 
by other single terms which are in general use. 
For example, edification, tribufatioi), blessed* 
»ess, godliness, righteousness, carnal, lusts, (a 
term peculiar and theological only in the plural,) 
<iould be exchanged for parallel terms too obvi'» 
oiia to need mentioning. It is true indeed that 
tiiere are very fevf terms perfectly synonymous. 
But when there are $eveml words of very similar 
though not exactly the sifi^me signification, and 
iione of them belong to an art or science, the 
dtte which is selected, is far more frequently 
used in that general meaning by which it is 
merely equivalent to the othets, than in that 
precise shade of meaning by which it js distin^ 
guished from them. The words instruction^ 
ittiprovement, for instance, may not express 
exactly the sense of edification ; but the word 
edification is probably not often used by m 
writer or speaker with any recollection of that 
in which its meaning differs from the meaning 
of improvement or instruction. This is still 
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more trae of some other words, as, for example, 
tribulation and affliction* Whatever small dif-* 
fereoce of import these words may have from 
their etymology, it is probable that no man ever 
wrote tribulation rather than affliction on w^ 
e&unt of that difference. If, in addition to t}iese 
two, the word distress has occurred to the mind, 
the selection of any one from the three has 
perhaps always been determined by habit, or 
accident, rather than by any perception of a 
distinct signification. The same remark will, 
in a great measure, apply to the words blessed, 
happy, righteous, holy, carnal, sensual, and ^ 
multitude of others. So that though tl^re ara 
few words, in strict truth, synonymous, yet 
there are very many which are so in ejfect, even 
by the allowance and sanction of the most rigid 
)aws to which the best writers have conformed 
their composition. Perhaps this is a defect ii^ 
human thinking : perhaps every conceptioa 
ought to be so exquisitely discriminative and 
precise, that no two words, which have the 
most refined shade of difference in their mean* 
ing, should be equally and indifferently eligible 
to express that conception. But what writer 
or speaker will ever exempliiy or even aspire to 
such perfection? If a divine felt that he had 
this extreme discrimination pf thought, and 
that he meant something clearly different by 
the words, earned, godly, edifying, and so of 
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Vnany others, from what he could express by 
the words, sensual, pious, instructive, he would 
certainly do right to adhere to the more peculiar 
words ; but if he does not, he may perhaps im- 
prove the vehicle, without hurting the material, 
of his religious communications, by adopting 
the general and classical mode of expression. 

The thiid distinction of the theological dia- 
lect, consists in words almost peculiar to the 
language of divines, and for which equivalent 
t^rms cannot be found, except in the form of 
definition or circumlocution. Sanctification, 
grace, covenant, salvation, and a few more, may 
be assigned to this class. These may be called, 
in a qualified sense, the technical terms of 
evangelical religion. Now, separately from any 
religious considerations, it is plainly necessary^ 
jn a. literary view, that all those terms that 
express a modification of thought which there 
are no other words competent to express, with- 
out great circumlocution, should be retained. 
They are requisite to the perfection of the lan-^ 
guage. And then, in considering those terms 
as connected with the christian truth, I am 
ready to admit, that it will be of advantage to 
that truth, for some of those peculiar modes of 
thought of which it partly consists, to be per- 
manently denominated by certain peculiar words, 
which shall stand as its technical terms. But 
here several thoughts suggest themselves. 

First, The definitions of some of these chris- 
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(fail terms ai^ fiot absolute and unquestionable^ 
The words have assumed the specific formality 
€Kf technical terms> without having completely 
the quality and value of such terms. A certain 
laxity in their sense renders theqi of far less use 
in thei|) department, than the terms of science* 
especially of mathematical science, are in theirs* 
Technical terms have been the lights of science, 
but, in many instances^ the shades of religion. 
It is most unfortunate, when, in disquisitions 
or instructions, the grand leading words on 
which the force of all the rest depends, have 
not a precise and indisputable signification* 
The effect is similar to that wfatich takes place 
in the ranks of an army, when aQ officer has a 
doubtful opinion,, or gives indistinct orders^ 
What I would infer from these observations, is, 
that a christian writer or speaker will oc^^asion* 
%lly do well, instead of using the peculiar term, 
%o express at length in other words, at the ex* 
pence of much circumlocution, that idea which 
he w(^ld have wished to convey if he had used 
that peculiar term. I do not mean that he 
should do this so often as to render the term 
obsolete. It might be useful sometimes, espen 
eially in verbal instruction, both to introduce 
the term, and to give such a sentence as I have 
described. Such an expletive repetition of the 
idea will more than compensate for the tedious- 
ness by the clearness *. 

* It h needless to observe, tbat this would be ft superfinoos 
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Secondly, If the definitidns of the chfistian 
peculiar terms were even as precise and fixed as 
those of scientific denominations, yet the nature 
of the subject is such as to permit an indolent 
mind to pronounce or to hear them, without 
recollecting those definitions^ In speaking or 
writing, and in hearing or reading, a mathema^' 
tical lecture, both the teacher and the pupil aroi 
compelled to form in their minds the exact idea 
which each technical term has been defined to 
signify ; else the whole train of words is mere 
sound and inanity. But in religion, a man ha;$ 
a feeling of having some general ideas connected 
with all the words as he hears them, though he 
perhaps never studied, or does not retain, the 
definition of one. I shall have occasion to 
repeat this remark, and ther^re do not enlatge 
here. My inference is the same as under the 
former observation, that the technical terms <^ 
Christianity will contribute little to precisi<m^ of 
thought, unless the ideas which they signify^ 
are often expressed at length in other words^ 
either in explanaticwi of those terms when 
introduced, or in substitution for them when 
omitted. 

Thirdly, It- is not in the power of single 
theological terms, however precise their defini* 
tions may at any time have been, to secure to 

labour with respect to the most simple of \hc peculiar words, 
kach for instance as sdlvatUm, 
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their respective ideas an unalterable stability. 
Unless the ideas themselves, by being often ex-* 
pressed in common words, preserve the signi^ 
fication of the terms, the terms will not preserve 
the accuracy of the ideas. This is true no doubt 
of the technical terms of science ; but it is true 
in a much more striking manner of the peculiar 
words in theology. If the technical terms- of 
science, at least of the strictest kind of science^ 
were to cease to mean what they had been 
defined to mean, they would cease to mean any 
thing, and the change would be only from 
knowledge to ignorance. But in the cbristiaa 
theology, the change might be from truth to 
error; since the peculiar words might cease: to 
mean what they were once defined to mean, by 
being employed, in a different sense* It may 
not be difficult to conjecture in what sense, 
conversion, and regeneration, two more of the 
peculiar words, were used by the refcwrmerSy and 
the men who may be called the fathers of the 
established church ; but what sense have they 
subsequently borne in the. writings of many of 
its divines? The peculiar words may remain, 
when the ideas which they were intended, to 
perpetuate, are departed. Thus instead of being 
the signs of those ideas, they become their nio« 
numents. It must indeed be acknowledged,i 
that in many cases innovations have been in^ 
troduced partly by ceasing to employ the word^ 
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which designated the doctrines that were in^ 
tended to be set adide ; but, it is probable, thej 
may have been still more frequently and suc- 
cessfully introduced under the advantage, of 
retaining the terms while the principles were 
gradually subverted. And therefore I shall be 
pardoned for repeating this onoe more, that 
•ince the peculiar words can be kept in one 
invariable signification only by keeping that 
signification clearly in sight by means of some<^ 
thing separate from these words themselves, it 
might be wise in christian authors and speakers 
sometimes to express the ideas in common 
words, either in connexion with the peculiar 
terms, or, occasionally, instead of them. I would 
still be understood to approve most entirely of 
the habitual use of a few of this class of terms ; 
while the above observations may tend some- 
what to qualify the usual estimate of their value 
and importance* 

These pages have attempted to shew in what 
particulars the langus^ adopted by a grea^ 
proportion of christian divines might be modi- 
fied, and yet remain &ithful to the principles, of 
Christianity: — Common words might less fre- 
quently be applied as affected denominations 
of things which have their own direct and 
common denominations, and be less firequently 
combined into uncouth phrases. — Many pecu^ 
liar. and antique words might be exchanged.for 
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other single words, of equivalent signlficlitlQrii 
tuid in general use.-^-^And the small number of 
•peculiar termd acknowledged and established ^ 
of permanent use and necessity, mighty even 
separately from the consideration of modifying^ 
the diction, be, occasionally, with advantage to 
the explicit declaration and clear comprehend 
aion of christian truth, made to give place to^ 
It fuller expression, in a number of ccMnmoik 
words, of those ideas of which they are the sia<r 
gle signs. 

Now such an alteration would bring die lan^ 
gui^e of divines nearly to the classical standi 
ard. If evangelical sentiments could be faithi^ 
fully presented in an order of wqrds of which 
so small a part should belong exclusively to 
those sentiments, they could be presented is 
what should be substantially the diction of 
Addison or Pope« And if even Shaftesbury, 
Bolingbroke, and Hume, could have become 
christians by some mighty and sudden efficacy 
of conviction, and had determined to write 
thenceforth in the spirit of the Apostles, they 
would have found, if these observations, arc ^or^ 
rect, no radical change necessary in the struc-^ 
ture of their language. An enlightened profess 
sorof Christianity might have been sorry, if, in 
such a case, he had seen any of them supersti^ 
tiously labouring to acquire all the phrases of a 
school, instead of applying at once to its new 
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and its noblest use a diction fitted for the ve-^ 
hide of universal thought. Are not they yet 
sufficient masters of language, it might have 
been asked with surprise, to express all thesr 
thoughts with the utmost precision ? As theit 
language had been found sufficiently specific to * 
injure the gospel, it would have been strange 
if it had been too general to serve it. The re* 
quired alteration would probably have been 
little more than to introduce familiarly the ob« 
vious denominations of the christian topics and 
objects, such as, redemption, heaven, mediator, 
Christ, redeemer, with the others of a similar 
kind, and a few of those almost technicd 
words which I have admitted to be indispensa«- 
ble. The habitual use of such denominations 
would have left the general order of their com* 
position the same. And, i4; would Ikve been 
striking to observe by how small a difference of 
terms a diction which had appeared most per* 
fectly pagan, could be christianieed, when the 
writer had turned to christian subjects, and felt 
the christian spirit. — On the whole then, I 
conclude that, with the exception which I 
have distinctly made, the evangelical principles 
may be clearly exhibited in what I have yen« 
tured to call a neutral diction. And if they 
may, I can imagine seme reasons to justify 
the wish that it had been more generally em- 
ployed. 
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Perhaps it will hardly be permitted me to re- 
peat, as one of these reasons,' the consideration 
of the impression made by the style which I 
have described, on those persons of cultivated 
taste whom this essay has chiefly in yiew. I 
am aware that they are greatly inclined to 
make an idol of their taste ; and I am aware also 
that no species of irreligion can be much more 
detestable than to sacrifice to this idol any 
thing which essentially belongs to Christianity. 
If any part of evangelical religion, separately 
from all injurious associations, were of a nature 
to displease a finished taste, the duty would 
evidently be to repress its claims and murmurs. 
We should dread the presumption which 
would require of the Deity that his spiritual 
economy should be, both. in fact and in a 
manner obvious to our view, subjected or cor- 
respondent in all parts to those laws of order 
and beauty which we have learnt partly from 
the relations of the material world, and partly 
from the arbitrary institutions and habits of 
society. But, at the same time, it is a most 
unwise policy for religion, that the sacrifice of 
taste which ought, if required, to be submis* 
sively made to any part of either its essence or 
its form as really displayed from heaven, should 
be exacted to anything unnecessarily and un* 
gracefully superinduced by men. 

As another reason, I would observe, that the 
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disciples of the religion of Christ would wish 
it to mingle more extensively and familiarly 
with social converse, and all the serious sub- 
jects of human attention. But th^n it should, 
have every facility, that would not compromise 
its genuine character, for doing so- And a pe- 
culiar phraseology is the direct contrary of 
&uch facility, as it gives to what is already by 
its own nature eminently distir^uished from 
common subjects, an artificial strangeness, 
which makes it difficult for discourse to slide 
into it^ and revert to it and from it, without a 
formal and ungraceful transition. The subject 
is placed in a condition like that of an entire 
foreigner in company, who is debarred from 
taking any share in the conversation, till some 
one interrupts it by turning directly to him, and 
beginning to talk with him in the foreign lan- 
guage. You have sometirhes observed, when 
a person has introduced religious topics, in the 
course of perhaps a tolerably rational conversa- 
tion on other interesting subjects, that, owing 
to the cast of expression, fully ias much as to 
the difference of the subject, it was done by an 
entire change of the whole tenour and bearings 
of the discourse, and with as formal an an- 
nouncement as the bell ringing to' church. 
Had' his religious diction been more of a piece 
with the common train of sensible language, 

X 2 
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he might probably have introduced the subject 
sooner, and certainly with a much better efltect. 
A third consideration, is, that evangelical 
sentiments would be less subject to the impu- 
tation of fanaticism, if their language were less 
contrasted with that of other classes of senti- 
ments. Here I hope it may be unnecessary 
to say, that I deem no pusillanimity more 
contemptible than that which, to escape this 
imputation, would surrender the smallest vi- 
tal particle of the religion of Christ. No one 
has a more solemn recollection of his decla- 
ration, ** Whosoever shall be ashamed of me 
arid of my words, of him also shall the ^on 
of man be ashamed/^ Any form, and every 
form, of speech, which could not be super- 
seded without precluding some idea peculiar to 
the gospel from the possibility of being easily 
and most faithfully expressed, I would retain, 
in spite of all the ridicule of the most anti- 
christian age. But I am, at every step, sup« 
posing that every part of the evangelical sys- 
tem can be most perfectly exhibited in a dic- 
tion but little peculiar ; and, that being admit- 
ted, would it not be better to avert the impu- 
tation, as far as this difference of language 
could afvert it ? Better, I do not mean on ac- 
count of the convenience of the man who is 
called a fanatic for maintaining the evangelicaf 
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principles ; he ought, on the ground both of 
christian fidelity and of manly independence^ 
to be superior to caring about the charge ; but 
better, as to the light in which these principles 
might appear to the persons who are inclined 
to make this imputation. You may have ob« 
served that in attributing fanaticism, they often 
fix on the phrases, fully as much as on on the 
absolute substance, of evangelical doctrimes^ 
Now would it not be better to shew them 
what these doctrines are, as divested of these 
phrases, and exhibited clearly in that vehicle 
in which other important truths are presented, 
and thus, at least, to repress their scorn? If 
sometimes their approbation might be gamekl, 
it were a still more desirable effect/ And we 
Can recollect instances in which a certaiin de* 
gree of this good effect has resulted. Persons 
who had received unfavourable impressioira of 
some of the peculiar ideas of the gospel, from 
having h^ard them advanced almost exdusively 
in the modes of phrase on which I have re-» 
marked, have acknowledged their prejudices to 
be- diminished, after these ideas bad been pre« 
sented in the simple general language of intel<« 
lect. We cannot indeed so far forget the les- 
sons of experience, and the inspired declara-» 
tions concerning the dispositions of the human 
mind, ap to expect that any improvement id 
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the mode of exhibiting christian truth will r^-> 
der it irresistible. But it were to be wished 
that every thing should be. done to bring reluc<t 
tant^minds into some degree of doubt, at least, 
whether, if they cannot be evangelical, it is 
because they are too rational. 

As a further consideration in favour of adopt-* 
ing a more general language, it may be oh" 
served, that hypocrisy would then ftnd a much 
greater difficulty, as far as speech is concerned, 
in supporting its imposture. The usual lan«» 
guage of hypocrisy, at least of vulgar hypocrisy, 
is cant ; and religious gant is often an affected 
use of the phrases which have been heard em- 
ployed as appropriate to evangelical truth ; 
with which phrases the hypocrite has con- 
nected no distinct ideasj so that he would be 
utterly confounded, if a sensible examiner 
were to require an accurate explanation of 
them ; while yet nothing is more easy to be 
sung or said. Now were this diction, for the 
greater part, to vanish from, christian society, 
leaving the truth in ita mere essence behind, 
and were, consequently, the pretender reduced 
to assume the. guise of religion on the wide an4 
laborious plan of possessing himself of all its 
chief ideas, so as to be able to assign them dis-» 
criminatively in language of his own ; the part 
of a hypocrite would be much less easily acted. 
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and less frequently attempted. Rdigion would 
therefore b^ seldomer dishonoured by a vile re- 
semblance. 

Agaiki, if this alteration of language were in- 
troduced, some of the sincere disciples of evan* 
gelical religion would much more distinctly 
fe^l the necessity of a clear intellectual hold 
on the principles of their precession. A syste*. 
matic recurring formality of words tends ta 
prevent a perfect understanding of the subject^ 
by furnishing for complex ideas a set of ready*^ 
framed signs, (like stereotype, in printing,) 
which a man learns to employ without really 
having the combinations of thought of which 
thode ideas consist. Some of the simple ideas 
which belong to the combination, may be to- 
tally absent from bis mind, the others may be 
most faintly apprehended; qq precise assem- 
blage is therefore formed; aqd thu$ the sign 
which he employs, stands in fact for nothing. 
If, oq hearing one of these phrases, you were 
to turn to the speaker, and say. Now what is 
that idea? What do you precisely mean by 
that expression? You woqld often find with 
how indistinct a conception, with how little 
attention to the very idea itself, if I might so 
express it, the mind had been contented. And 
this contentment you would often observe to 
be, not a humble acquiescence in some ab- 
struse principle of which a man feels and con- 
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the difficulty of fevming more than a par* 
tial conception, but the satisfied persuasion 
that he fully understands what he is expressing; 
.On another subject, where there were no set«- 
lled forms of words to b^uile Urn into the 
Ceeling as if he^ thought and understood when 
IB fact he did not, and where words must have 
been selected to define* his own apprehension 
€t the thought, his embarrassment 1k>w to ex- 
press himself would have made him conscioua 
of the indistinctness of bis conception, and 
liave compelled an intellectual eSbrt. But it 
is s^ainst all justice, that christian truth should 
be believed and professed, with a less concern 
Ibr precision, and at the expence of kss mental 
exercise^ than any other subject would require* 
And of how Kttte consecfuence it would seem 
to be, in ifiis mode of belvermg,, whether a man 
entertains one system of principles, or the very 
opposite system. 

But if several of these argun^nts could not 
be alleged, or if they are not fairly alleged, k 
would^ stilt seem ^r from desirable, witb^nt 
evident necessity, to clothe evangelical senti^ 
mentin a diction varying in more than a few 
indispensable terms from the general sti^ndard, 
for the simple reason, that it must be barba* 
rous ; unless, as I have observed, it be raised 
quite above the authority of this standard, and 
of the criticism and the taste which appeal to 
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it, by the majesty of inspiration which we have 
BO more to expect, or by the imperial tone of a 
genius almost ti*anscending human nature. I 
do not know whether it is absolutely impossi- 
ble that there should arise a man whose man- 
ner of thinking shall be so incomparably ori^i* 
nal and sublime, as to authorize him to throw 
the language into a new order, all his own ; but 
it is doubtful whether there ever appeared such 
a writer, in any language which had been cul- 
tivated to its maturity. Even Milton, who 
might, if ever mortal might, be warranted to 
spOrt with all established authorities, and to 
seize at will every unsanctioned mode of ex« 
pression into which uncontrollable genius could 
mtray, is, notwithstanding, for having prestimed 
in a certain degree to creffcte for hiiiiself a pecu- 
liar diction, censured by Johnson as having 
Written in a ** Babylonish dialect." And John- 
icon's own mighty force of mind has not saved 
his peculiar structure of language from being 
condemned, I believe, by all men of taste. The 
magic of Burke's eloquence is not enough to 
preclude the feeling, that it would have been 
much more perfect, had the same marvellous 
aiHuence of thought been expressed in a lan- 
guage of less arbitrary and capricious construc- 
tion. No more have the most distinguished 
«vangeHcal divines, who have adhered to the 
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spiritual dialectt Wptessed on it either a dig^ 
nity to overawe literary taste, or a grace to 
conciliate it* N(^ does it, with me, derive any 
sanction from being not the language of an in- 
dividual only, but of a numerotts and pious 
class; nor from its long established use; nor 
yet from the pre-eminence of its subject, since 
I think that subject suffers in its dignity of ap«^ 
pearance by being presented in this vehic^^ 



LETTER IV. 

ZN defence of the diction which I have beeo 
describing, it will be ss^id, that it has grown 
out of the language of the bible* To a great 
extent, this is evidently true. Many phrases 
indeed which casually occurred in thq writings 
of divines, and many which were laboriously 
invented by those who wished to give to divi«* 
nity a complete systematic arrangement, and 
therefore wanted denominations or titles for 
the multitude of articles in the artificial distri- 
bution, have been naturalized into the theolo- 
gical dialect. But a large proportion of its 
phrases consists partly in such combinations of 
words as were taken originally from the bible* 



Digitized 



by Google 



TO EVANGELICAL RELIGION* 315 

und much more in such as have been made in 
an intentional resemblance of the characteristic 
language of that book. 

Before I make any further remarks, I do not 
know whether it may be necessary, in order to 
prevent the possibility of misapprehension, to 
advert to the high advantage and propriety of 
often introducing sentences from the bible ; not 
oaly in theological, but in all grave moral 
composition. Passages of the inspired writings 
must necessarily be cited, in .some instances, in 
proof of the truth of opinions, and may be moW 
happily cited, in many others, to give a vene- 
rable and impressive air to serious sentiments 
which would be admitted without a formal re* 
ference to authority. Both cotnplete sentencesy 
and striking short expressions, consisting per- 
haps sometimes of only two or three words, 
may be thus introduced with an effect at once 
useful and ornamental, while they tippear purp 
and unmodified amidst the composition, as 
j$i|»p}^ particles of scripture, quite distinct 
from the diction of the writer who inserts 
them, When thus appearing in their own ge-* 
nuine quality, as lines or parts of lines taken 
from a venerable book which is written in a 
inanner very different from our common model 
of language, they continue to be of a piece 
with that book. They are read as expressions 
^reigp to the surrounding composition, and, 
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without an effort, referred to the work from 
which they are brought; in the same manner 
as passages, or striking short expressions, 
adopted from some respected and well known 
classic in our language. Whatever dignity 
therefore characterizes the great work itself, is - 
possessed also by these detached pieces in the' 
various places where they are inserted* And if 
they are judiciously inserted, they impart their 
dignity to the sentiments which they are em« 
ployed to enforce. This employment of the 
sdcred expressions may be very frequent, as 
the Uble contains such an immense variety of 
ideas, ^plicable to all interesting objects. 
And from its being so familiarly known, its 
sentences or shorter expressions may be intro* 
duced without the formality of noticing, either 
by words or any other mark, from what volume 
they are drawn. — ^These observations are mwe 
than enough to express my perception of the 
dignity and force which may bd derived from a 
judicious introduction of the language of the 
bible. 

• It is a different mode of using biblical lan- 
guage, that constitutes so considerable a part of 
the dialect which I have ventured to disrapprove. 
When extracts from the bible are introduced in 
the manner just now described, the composition 
comprehends two kinds of language, each of 
them pure and perfectly conformed to its own 
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Standard. The much larger proportion of the 
thoughts 18 expressed, as a matter of course, in 
the one of these modes of language, Which is 
simply that of th? author. In this part the 
reader proceeds with facility, as the ideas are 
presented in the usual and general vehicle of 
thought, only with now and then a pecaliar 
theological term; and when he comes to the 
expressions inserted from the bible, as he meets 
them also pure and perfect in their kind, he in- 
Toluntarily assumes, for the moment, that mode 
of apprehension with which he reads the bible 
itself, and these small extracts strike him in the 
same manner as if he had just then met them 
in the sacred page. This prevents any confu* 
sion in his mind. But in the theological dia- 
lect, that part of the phraseology which has a 
biblical cast, is neither the one of these two 
kinds of langus^e nor the other, but an insepa« 
rable mixture of both. For the expressions re« 
sembling those of scripture are blended and 
moulded into the very substance of the diction* 
I say resembling ; for though some of them are 
precisely phrases from the bible, yet most of 
them are phrases a little modified from the form 
in which they occur in the sacred book, by 
changing or adding a word, by giving an arti- 
ficial turn to the beginning or the end, or by 
compounding two phrases into one. There are 
alsOi as I have already observed, many forms of 
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expression cast in itintation of the biblical, by 
taking some one word almost pecuHar to the 
bible, and connecting it with one, or with seve* 
ral, of the common words, in a very peculiar 
construction separately from which it is seldom 
introduced. In this manner the scriptural ex* 
pressions, instead of appearing as shining points 
^on a darker ground, as gems advantageously set 
in an inferior substance, are reduced to become 
a constituent part of the dieJect, in which they 
lose their genuine quality and their lustre. They 
are not brought, in each single instance, directly 
from the scriptures by the distinct selection of 
the person who uses them^ but merely recur to 
him ia the common usage of the diction, and 
generally without a recollection of their sacred 
origin. They are habitually employed by the 
s^chool of divines, and therefore ar^. now, in no 
degree, of the nature of quotations introduced 
£3r their special appositeness in particular in« 
stances, as the expressions of a venerable hu- 
man author would be repeated. 

This is the kind of biblical phraseology which 
I could wish to see less employed, — unless it 
is either more venerable or more lucid than that 
which I have recommended. We may be al- 
lowed to doubt how far such a cast of language 
can be venerable, after considering, that it gives 
not the smallest assurance of striking or elevated 
thought, since in fact a great quantity of most 
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itiferior writing has appeared in this kind of 
diction ; that it is not now actually learnt from 
familiarity with the scriptures; that the.inces^ 
sant repetition of its phrases in. every kind of 
religious exercise, and performance wears out 
a»y solemnity it might ever have h^d^ and that 
it is the very usual concomitant of a too sys« 
tematic and cramped manner of thinking. It 
may be considered also, that phrases of what-^ 
€ver quality or high origin, if they do not stand 
separate in the composition, but are made es-* 
sentially of a piece with the dialect, take^ in 
point of dignity, the quality of that dialect, so 
that if the whole of it is not dignified, the par^ 
ticular part is not: if the whole character of 
the peculiar language of divines is not adapted 
to excite veneration, that proportion of it which 
has been formed out, of the scrip ture-pfara^« 
logy, is not adapted to excite it. And again, 
let it be considered, that in almost all cases, an 
attempt to imitate the peculiarity of form in 
which a venerable object is presented, instead 
of being content to aim at a coincidence of 
general qualities^ not only fails to excite vene- 
ration, but excites the contrary sentiment; espe- 
cially when all things in the form of the ve- 
nerable model are homogeneous, while the imi- 
tation exhibits some features of resemblance in- 
^ congruously combined with what is mainly and 
unavoidably of a diflferent cast. A grand an- 
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cient edifice, of whatever order, or if it were of 
an order of its owd, would be an impressive 
object; but a modem little one -raised in its 
neighbourhood, in a style of building substan- 
tially of the most vulgar kind, but with a num** 
ber of antique windows and angles in inutation 
of the grand structure, would be a grotesque 
and ridiculous one* 

Scriptural phrases then can no longer make a 
solemn impression, when modified and vulgsur^ 
ized into the texture pf a l^ngufl^e which, takeo 
all together, is the reverse of -every thing that 
can either attract or command. Such idioaus 
may indeed remind one of prophets Bad apoBtles, 
but it is a recoUectipn which prompts to say^ 
Who are these men that, instead of seriously 
introducing at intervals the direct words of 
those revered dictators of truth, seem to be 
mocking the sacred language by a barbarous 
imitative diction of their own ? They may affect 
Ae fomis of a divine solemnity, but there is no 
fire front heaven. They may shew something 
like a burning bash, but it is without an angeL > 

As to perspicuity, it will not be made a quea- ^ 
tion whether that is one of the recommends* 
tions of this corrupt modification of the biblical 
phraseology. Without our leave, the modf of 
expression hs^itually associated with the gene- 
ral exercise of our intelligence, conveys ideas 
to us the most easily and the most clearly. And 
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irot unfrequently even hi citing the pare expres- 
sions of scripture, especially in doctrinal sub* 
jecte, a religious instructor will find it indispen- 
sable to add a sentence in order to exhibit tbe 
stose in a more obvious manner. 

(f it should be feared that the use of a Idti* 
gmige with which the biblical pbrises are not 
in this linainiier blended, might have a tendency 
to make the reader or hearer forget the bible, 
or recollect it only as an imtiquated book, I 
would cbeerve, that a devout man, in ilhistrat- 
hig religious subjects, will too often introduce 
the pure unmodified expressions of that book 
to admit any danger of its being forgotten. And 
I would suggest, that though these should oc* 
cur n^uch seldomer in the course of his sen« 
ftences than the half-scriptural ph^rases are re* 
peated in that diction on which I hare re- 
malrked, they would probably remind us of the 
hible in a more advantageous manner than a 
dialect which has lost the dignity of a sacred 
language without acquiring the grace of a clas^ 
i»ical one. I am sensible in how many points 
the illustration would not apply, but it would 
partly answer my purpose to observe, that if it 
were wished to promote the study of sonoe ve- 
nerated human author, suppose Hooker, the 
way would aot be to attempt incorporating a 
great number of his turns of expression into the 
essential structure of our own diction, which 
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would generally have an uncouth effect^ but to 
niake respectful references, and often to insert 
in our composition sentences, and parts of sen«» 
tences, distinctly as his. 

Let the oracles of inspiration be cited conti* 
Dually, both as authority and illustration, in a 
manner that shall make the mind instantly re** 
fer each expression that is introduced, to thei 
venerable book from which it is taken ; but let 
mr part of religious language be simply ours, 
and let those oracles retain their characteristic 
form of expression unimitated to the end of 
time*. 

* In tte above remarks^ 1 have not made any distinction 
betwe'en the sacred books in their own language, and as trans- 
lated. It might not howcA'er be improper to notice, that 
Aon^ there is a great peculiarity of manner in the original 
scn|)tures, yet a certain small proportion of the phraseology 
which appears in the translated scriptures, does not belong to 
the essential structure of the original composition, but is to 
he ascribed to the state of the language at the time when the 
translation was made. A translation, therefore, made now, 
and conformed to the present mature state of the language, 
in the same degree in which the earlier translation was con- 
formed to the state of the language at that time, would make 
a small alteration in some part's of that phraseology which 
the theological dialect has attempted to incorporate and imi- 
tate. If therefore it were the. duty of divines to take the bib- 
lical mode of expression for their model, it wonld still be 
quite a work of supererogation to take this model in a wider 
degree of difference from the ordinary language of serious 
thought than as it wx)uld appear in such a later version. This 
would be a homage^ not to the reel diction of the sacred scrip- 
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An advocate for the theological diction , who 
should not maintain its necessity or utility on 
the ground that a considerable proportion of it 
bas grown out of the language of scripture, 

tures, but to the efttBer cast of our own language. At tKe sain* 
tlme^ it mu&t be admitted^ both that the change of expression 
whioik a later version might, on merely philological principles^ 
be justified, by the progress and present standard of our lan- 
guage, for making, would not be great ; and that every sen- 
thnent of prudence and devotional taste forbids to make quittf 
to much alteration as those principles might warrknt.' All 
who have long venerated the scriptures in- their somewhat 
antique version, would protest against their being laborigusly 
modernized into eveiy nice conformity with the present 
Standard of the language, and against any other than a very 
fiteral translation. If it could be supposed that our language 
bad not yet attained a fixed- state, but that it wobld {m>gre$» 
sively change for ages to come, it would be desirable that the 
translation of the bible should always contijaue, except in 
what might essentially afiect the sense, a century or two be- 
hind, for the sake of that venerable air which a degree of an- 
tiquity confers on the form of that which is in its substanca 
•o eminently sacred. But I cannot allow that the samfe law 
is -to be extended to the language of divines. They have no 
right to assume the same ground and the same distinctions as 
the bible ^ they ought not to aflFect to keep it company. 
There is no solemn dignity in their writings, which can 
claim to be invested with a venerable peculiarity. Imitata 
the bible or not, their composition is merely of the ordinary 
human quality, and subject, to the same rules as that of their 
contemporaries who write on other subjects. And if thejr^ 
remain behind the advanced state of the classical diction, 
those contempon^ries will not allow them to excuse them- 
selves by j^eteuding ta identify thamsalvas with the bible. 
Y 2 
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may think it has become necessary in conse- 
quence of so many people baring been so long 
accustomed to it. X cannot but be aware that 
many respeetable teaehei!9 of chriatia^ity, berths 
in speaking and writing, are so habituated to 
l^ut their ideas in this cast of phraseology, that 
it would cost them a veiy great effort to niake 
any material change. Nor could they acquire^ 
if the change were attempted,/ a happy com>^ 
mand of a more genecal language, without h^ 
ing intimately conversant with good writers on 
general subjects, and capefully observant of 
their manner of composition. Unless there- 
ipte this study has been cultivated, Or is lOi^ 
tended to be cultivated, it will perhaps be heU 
ter to adhere to the accustomed mode of els," 
pfession with all disadvantages. Younger theo- 
logical students, however, are supposed to be 
introduced to those authors who have displayed 
the utmost extent and powers of language in 
its freest form ; and it may not be amiss for 
them to be told that evangelical ideas would 
incur no necessary corruption or profanation by 
being sometimes conveyed in such, a free and 
lucid diction.-*- With regard also to a conside** 
rable proportion of christian readers and hear- 
ers, I am sensible that a reformed language 
would be excessively strange to them. But 
may I not allege, without any affectation of 
paradox, that its being so strange to them 
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would be a proof of the necessity of afdt^pt- 
4ng it, at least in pa^ and by dc^grees ? For 
the manner in which some of them would 
receire this )sdtered diction, would prove that 
the customary phraseology had scarcely given 
tbem any ckar ideas. It would be found, as I 
^ave observed before, that the peculiar phrases 
bad been, not to much the vehicles of ideafi, as 
the substitute* for them. These hearers and 
readers have been accustomed to chime to the 
sound without apprehending the sense; inso* 
much that if they hear the very ideas which 
these phrases signify, or did signify, expressed 
ever so simply in other language, they do not 
recognize them, and are instantly OA the alert 
With the epithets, sound, orthodox, and all the 
wiLtch«-words of ecclesiastical suspicion. F<^ 
such christians, the diction is the convenient 
asylum of ignorance, indolence, and prejudice^ 
But I have enlarged far beyond my intent 
tk>n, which was only to represent, with a short 
illustration, that this peculiarity is unfavoura^ 
^le to a cordial reception of evangelical doc^ 
iriiies in minds of cultivated taste. This I 
know to be a fact from many observations in 
real life, Especially among intellectual young 
persons^ not altogether averse to serious sub* 
jects^ nor inclined to listen to the cavils 
Ugainst the divine authority of Christianity it- 
aelfc ^ 

Y 3* 
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After dismissing the consii^eration of the pe« 
€uliaF diction of divines, I meant to have takea 
a somewhat more general view of the accumu* 
lation of bad writing, under which the evange^ 
iical theology has been buried, and which has 
contributed to render its principles less wel« 
come to persons of accomplished mental habits* 
A large proportion of that writing may be 
called bad, on more accounts than merely the 
theological peculiarity of expression. But it is 
an invidious topic, and I shaU make only a few 
observations. 

The proofs of an intellect superior in some 
small degree at least to the common level, ac«» 
companied by a moderate share of elegance ^nd 
of correctness, are requisite to even the lowest 
form of what can be deemed good writing by 
cultivated and critical readers. It must havo 
either these combined qualities, or an e:ictraorT 
dinary measure of one of them i superlatively 
strong sense will denominate a performance 
excellent, or, at least, able writing, in the ab- 
sence . of all the graces, and notwithstanding a 
considerable degree of incorrectness. Below 
this pitch of single or of combined quality, a 
book cannot, in a literary view, please, though 
its subject be the most interesting on earth; 
and for acceptance, therefore, the subject is 
unfortunate in coming to those persons in that 
book. A disgusting cup will spoil the finest 
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element which can be conveyed in it, though 
that were the nectar of immortality. 

Now, in this view, I suppose it will be ac- 
knowledged that the evangelical cause has not, 
on the whole, been happy in its prodigious list 
of authors. A number of them have displayed 
a high order of excellence ; but one regrets as 
to a much greater number, that they did not 
revere the dignity of their religion too much to 
beset and suffocate it with their superfluous ofr 
feririgs. To you I do not need to expatiate on 
the character of the collective christian library. 
It will have been obvious to you that a great 
many books form the perfect vulgar of pious 
authorship, an assemblage of the most subordi*^ 
nate materiails that can be called thought, in 
language too grovelling to be called style. 
Some of these writers seem to have concluded 
that the greatness of the subject was to do every 
thing, and that they had but to pronounce, like 
David, the name of " the Lord of Hosts,*' to 
give pebbles a force as formidable- as that of 
darts or spears. Others appear to have really 
wanted the perception of any great difference, 
in point of excellence, between the meaner and 
the nobler modes of writing. If they had read 
alternately Barrow's pages and their own, they 
probably would not have been sensible of the 
superiority of his. A number of them, citing, 
in a perverted sense, the language of St. Paul, 
Y 4 • 
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** not with excellency of speech/^ " not with 
enticing words of man^s wisdom»^^ ^' not in the 
words which man's wisdom teachetb/' expressly 
disclaim every thing that belongs tx> fine writ- 
ing, not as what they could not hare exhibited 
or attained, but as what they judge incomjp^ti* 
ble with the simphcity of evangelical trutiii ap4 
intentions. In the books of each of the^e 
classes you are mortified to sae how low reli* 
gious thought and expression am sink; and 
you almost wonder hpw it was possible for the 
noblest ideas that are known to the sublimest 
intelligences in the universe, the id^as of God, 
of providence, of redemption, <rf eteniity, to 
come into a serious humaii mind without imr 
parting some small occasional degree of dimity 
to the train of thought* The indulgent feel- 
ings which you entertain for the intellectual 
and literary deficiency of humble christians in 
their religious communications in private, is 
with difficulty extended to those who make 
for their thoughts this demand on public atten-' 
tion: it was necessary for them to be chris^ 
tians, but what made it their duty to becoma 
authors ? Many of the books are indeed sue* 
crasjvely ceasing, with the progress c^ time, to 
be read or known ; byt the new supply conti« 
Bually brought forth is so numerous, that a 
person who turns his attention to religious 
reading, is certain to meet a variety of tbem« 
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Now only suppose a man who ha* been con* 
versant and enchanted with the works of elo- 
quence, refined taste, or strong reasoning, to 
meet a number of these books in the outlet 
of his more serious inquiries ; in what light 
would the religion of Christ appear to him, 
if he did not find some happier delineations of 
it? 

There is another large class of christian 
books, which bear the marks of learning, cor- 
rectness, and a disciplined understanding, and 
by a general propriety leave but little to be 
censured, but which display no invention, no 
prominence of thought, nor living vigour of 
expression : all is flat and dry as a plain of 
sand. It is perhaps the thousandth iteration of 
common-places, the listless attention to which 
is hardly an action of the mind ; you seem to 
understand it all, and mechanically assent while 
you are thinking of something else. Though 
the author has a rich immeasurable field of 
possible varieties of reflection and illustration 
around him, he seems doomed to tread over 
again the narrow space of ground long since 
trodden to dust, and in all his movements ap* 
pears clothed in sheets of lead. 

There is a smaller class that might be called 
mock-eloquent writers. These saw the effect 
of brilliant expression in those works of elo- 
quence and poetry where it was dictated and 
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attimated by energy of thought, and very rea^ 
ftonably wished that christian sentiments might 
assume a language as impressive as any subject 
ever employed to fascinate or command. But 
unfortunately they forgot that eloquence re- 
sides essentially in the thought, and that no 
words can make that eloquent, which will not 
be so in the plainest that could clearly express 
the sense. Or ptobably they were quite con- 
fident of the excellence of their thoughts. Per^ 
haps they concluded them to be vigoroils and 
. sublime from the very circumstance that th«y 
refused to be expressed in plain language. The 
writers would be but little inclined • to suspect 
of p<>verty or feebleness the* thoughts which 
seemed so naturally to be assuming, in theis 
minds and on their page, su<^h a magnificent 
style^ A gaudy verbosity is always eloquence 
in the opinion of him that writes it ; but what; 
is the effect on the reader? Real eloquence 
strikes on your mind with irresistible force, and 
leaves you not the possibility of asking or 
thinking whether it be eloquence; but the 
sounding sentences of these writers leave you 
cool enough to examine with doubtful curio- 
sity a language that seems threatening to move 
or astonish you, without actually doing it. It 
is something like the case of a feilse alarm of 
thunder; where a sober man, that is not apt 
to startle at sounds> looks out to see whether it 



Digitized 



by Google 



TO £VAKG£LICAL HELIGIOK*. , 3Sl 

be iK)t the ruQibling of a cart. Very much at 
your ease, you contrast the pomp of theex** 
prestsion with the quality of the thoughts, and 
then read on for amusement, or cease to read 
from disgust. In a serious hour Indeed, thq 
Reeling of being amused, is prevented by the 
regret that it should be possible for an ilU 
judged style of writing to bring the most imr 
portant subjects in danger of something worse 
than failing to interest. The unpleasing effect 
.which it has on your own mind, will lead yoa 
to appre)iend its having a yery. injurious oae on 
ipany others, 

A principal device in the fabrication of thiat 
Atyle, is, to multiply epithets, dry epithets, laid 
on the outside, and into which none of the vi- 
tality of the senjtiment is found to circulate. 
You may take a great number of the words out 
of each page, and find that the s^nse is neither 
joaore nor less for your having cleared the com* 
position of these epithets of chalk, of various 
colours, with which the tame thoughts had 
submitted to be rubbed over in order to be 
inade fine.. 

Under the denomination of mock-eloquence 
pfiay also be placed the mode of writing whicli 
eadeayours to excite the passions, not by pre- 
senting striking ideas of the object of passion, 
but by the appearance of an emphatical enuncia- 
tion pf tl^e writer's own feelings concerning it. 
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Ton arc not made to perceive bow the tkifi|^ 
itself lias the most interesting claims on your 
fceart; but you are required to be aSected in 
mere sympathy with the author, who attempts^ 
your feelings by frequent exclamations, anj 
perhaps by an incessant application to his feU 
low-mortals, or to their Redeemer, of all the 
appellations and epithets of passion, and somei^ 
times of a kind oC passion not. appropriate to 
the object. To this last great Object, especially^ 
such forms of expression are occasionally ap- 
plied, as must revolt a man, who feels that he 
cannot meet the same being at once on terms 
of adoration and of caressing equality. 

It would be going beyond my purpose, to 
carry my remarks from the literary merits, t^ 
the moral and theological chariacteristics, of 
thristian books; else a very strange account 
could be given of the injuries whfch the gospd 
has suffered from its friends. You might often 
meet with a systematic writer, in whose hands 
the whole wealth, and variety, and magnifi- 
cence, of revelation, shrink into a meagre list of 
doctrinal points, and who will let no verse in 
the bible say a syllable till it has placed itself 
under one of them. You may meet with a 
christian polemic, who seems to value the ar- 
guments for evangelical truth, as an assassin 
values his dagger, and for the same reason; with 
a descanter on the invisible world, who makes 
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ywk thifik of a pbiwh' cathedral, and fronf the 
yalgarity of wiiose iliufirinatioiKi yoii are excess 
itvely glad to escape injtx>> the solemn, twilig^ 
of fiulfa ; or ^vitb a pirn zealot for a theory* of 
the DtVine Attrihutedv ^hidi seems to^ delight 
in representing the Deity aa a dreadful King ttf 
fitrieSf whose dominion i& overshadowed witli 
^eorgeaiice, whose nuiaie is tike eries of victims^ 
and whose glory requires to be illustratied hy 
the ruin of his. creation* 

It is quite unnecessary to say, thsft the haA of 
esculent christiaor writers would be very cott« 
tt-derable. Bu^t as to the vast mass of books that 
would, by the consenting adjudgment ofallr men 
of Hberal cultivation, remaun, after this deduce* 
tJMMi, one cannot help deploring the effect which 
thejT must have had oa unknown thousands of 
readers. It wouM seem beyond aU question 
tisuA hocks which, though even asserting^ the 
essential ttnths of Christianity, yet utterly piBe> 
elude the full impression of its character, which 
exhibit its claims on admiration and affection 
with insipid feebleness of sentiment, or which 
>:ramp its simple majesty into an artificial fomi 
at: once distorted and mean, mnst be aeriously 
l^pguditJial to the influence of this sacred suib- 
ject, though it be admitted that many of them 
have sometimes imparted a measure of instruc- 
tion and a measure of consolation* This they 
might do, and yet eonv^jr very contracted and 
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inadequate ideas of the subject at the same 
time*. There are a great many of them intc^ 
tehich iLn intelligent christian cannot look with*' 
out rejoicing that ihey were not the books, or 
not alone the books, from which he received hid 
impressions of the glory of his religion. There 
are many which nothing would induce hithj; 
even, though he do not materially differ from 
them in the leading articles of his belief, to put 
into the hands of an inquiring young person t 
which he would be sorry and ashamed to see 
on the table of an infidel ; and some of which 
he regrets to think may still contribute to keep 
down the standard of religious taste, if I may 
so express it^ among the public instructors of 
mankind. On the whole, it would appear, tJiat 
a profound veneration for Christianity would in^^ 
duce the wish, that, after a judicious selection 
of books had been made, the Christians also had 
their Caliph Omar, and their general Amrou. * 

* It it true enough that on eyeiy other subject, on which 
a multitude of books haye been written, there must have been 
many which in a literary sense were bad. But I cannot help 
thinking that the number coming under this description; bear 
a larger proportion to the excellent ones in the religioui 
department than in any other.. One chief cause of this has 
been, the mistake by which many good men professionally 
employed in religion, have deemed their respectable mental 
competence to the office of public speaking, the proof of an 
equal competence to a work, which b subjected to mucli 
aerarcr Utermry and intdlectaal laws. 
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LETTER V- 

IHE Causes which I haVe thus far considered^ 
ate associated immediately with the o6;ec/, antl, 
by misrepresenting it, render it less acceptable 
to refined taste ; but there are other causes, 
which operate by perverting the very principled 
of this taste itself, so as to make it dislike the 
• religion of Christ, even if presented in its own 
full and genuine character, cleared of all these 
associations. I shall remark chiefly on one of 
these caused. . 

I fear it is incontrovertible, that far the great- 
est part of what is termed Polite Literature, by 
familiarity with which taste is refined, and the 
moral sentiments are in a great measure formed, 
is hostile to the religion of Christ ; partly, by 
introducing insensibly a certain order of opi- 
liions unconsonant, or at least tiot identical, 
with the principles of that religion ; and still 
more^ by training the feelings to a habit alien. 
from its spirit. And in this assertion, I do not 
refer to writers obviously irreligious, who have 
laboured and intended to seduce the passions 
into vice, or the judgment into the rejection of 
divine truth ; but to the general assemblage of 
those elegant and ingenious authors who are 
read and admired by the christian world, held 
essential to a liberal education and to the pro- 
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gressive accomplishment of the mind in subse^ 
quent life^ and studied often without an appre* 
hension, or even a thought, of their injuring the 
views and temper of spirits advancing, with the 
new testament for their ' chief instructor and 
guide, into another world. 

It is modern literature that I have more par^ 
ticularly in view ; at the same time, it is obvi« 
ous that the writings of heathen antiquity have 
continued to operate till now with their own 
proper influence, that is, a correctly heathenish 
influence, in the very sight and presence of 
Christianity, on the minds of many who have 
admitted the truth of that religion. This is just 
as if an eloquent ps^an priest had been allowed 
constantly to accompany our Lord in his mi* 
nistry, and had divided with him the attention 
and interest of his disciples, counteracting, of 
course, as far as his efforts were successful, the 
doctrine and spirit of the Teacher from heaven*. 

* It is howeyer no part of my object in these letters to 
i^mark on the inflaence^ in modem times^ of the fabulous 
dfehies that infested the ancient works of genius. That in- 
fluence » at the present time^ I should think> extremely smail, 
from the fables being so stale : all readers are sufficiently tired 
of Jupiter^ Apollo^ Minerva^ and the rest. So long however 
as they could be of the smallest service^ they were piously 
retained by the christian poets of this and other countries^ 
who are now under the necessity of seeking out lor some 
other mythology^ the northern or the eastern^ to su]>port the 
laoguishUig spirit of poetry. Even the ugly pieces of wood> 
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The fevr observations which the subject may 
require to be made on ancient literature, will 
be directed chiefly to one part of it. For it will 
be allowed, that the purely speculative part of ' 
that literature has in a great measure ceased tq 
interfere with the intellectual discipline of mo* 
dern times. It obtains too little attention, and 
too little deference, to contribute much toward 
fixing the mind in those habits of thought and 
feeling which prevent the cordial admission o( 
the doctrines and spirit of the gospel. Several 
learned and fanatical devotees to antiquity and 
paganism, have indeed made some effort to re- 
call the long departed veneration for the dreams 
und subtil ties of ancient philosophy. But they 
might, with perhaps a better prospect of success, 
recommend the building of temples or a pan- 
theon, and the revival of all the institutions of 
idolatrous worship. The greater number of in- 
telligent, and even learned, men, would feel but 
little regret in consigning (if it could be con- 
worshipped in the South Sea islands^ will prohably at last 
receive names that may moVe commodiously hitch into verse, 
and will be invoked to adorn and sanctify the belles lettres of 
the next century. The poet has no reason to fear that the 
supply of gods may fail ; it 15 at the same time a pity, ont 
tbinks, that a creature so immense should have been placed in 
^. world so small as this^ where all nature, all history, all 
morals, all true religion, and the whtJle resources of innocent 
fiction, are too little to furnish materials enough for the wants 
and labours of his genius: 

Z 
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signed) the much larger proportion of that phi- 
losophy to obUvion ; except they may be sup* 
posed to love it as heathenism more than they 
admire it as wisdom ; or except their pride Would 
wish to retain it as a contrast to their own more 
rational theories. 

The ancient speculations on religion include 
indeed some very noble ideas relating to a Su« 
preme Being ; but these ideas do not produce, 
in an intelligent man, any degree of partiality 
for that immense system, ot rather chaos, of 
fantastic folly by which they are environed. He 
separates them from that chaos as' something 
not strictly belonging to heathenism, nor form- 
ing a part of it. He considers most of them an 
the traditionary remains of divine communica* 
tions to man in the earliest ages. A few of 
them were perhaps the utmost efforts of human 
intellect at some happy moments excelling it- 
self. But whether they are referred to the one 
origin or the other, they stand so conspicuously 
above the general assemblage of the pagan spe- 
culations on the subject of Deity, that they 
throw a solemn contempt on those speculations. 
They throw contempt on the greatest part of 
•the theological doctrine of even the very phi- 
losophers that expressed them. They rather 
seem to direct our contemplation and affection 
toward a religion divinely revealed, than to ob* 
tain any degree of favour for those notions of a 
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God, which sprung and indefinitely multiplied 
from a melancholy combination of ignorance 
and depraved imagination. As to the apparent 
analogy between some of the notioi^s of pagan 
religion, and one or two of the most specific 
articles of Christianity, those notions are pre- 
sented in such fantastic^ and varying, and often 
monstrous, shapes, that the analogy i^ aot close 
and constant enough to pervert our conceptioo, 
or to preclude our admission, of the defined 
{Propositions of the evangelic faith. 
, The next part of the pure speculations of the 
ancients, is, their metaphysics. And whatever 
'may be the effect of metaphysical study in ge» 
nera], or of the. particular systems of modern 
philosophers, with regard to the cordial and 
simple admission of christian doctrines, the an* 
cient metaphysics may certainly be pronounced 
harmless, from holding so little connexion with 
modem opinions. Later philosophers, by means 
of a far better method of inquiry, have opened 
quite a new order of metaphysical views; and 
persons with but a very small share of the 
acutenes^ and ingenuity of those ancient fram- 
ers of ideal systems, can now wonder at their 
•jbeing so fantastic. The only attraction of ab- 
stract speiculations is in their truth, and there- 
fore, whep the persuasion of their truth is gone, 
all thei^ influence is extinct. That which could 
please the imagiijiation or interest the affections, 

z 3 
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tnight in a considerable degree continue to please 
and interest them, though convicted of fallacy. 
But that which is too subtile to please the ima- 
gination, loses all its power when it is rejected 
by the judgment. And this is the predicament to 
which time has reduced the metaphysics of the 
old philosophers. The captivation of their sys- 
tems seems almost as far withdrawn from us as 
the songs of their Syrens, or the enchantments 
of Medea. 

The didac'tic morality of the heathen philo- 
sophers comes much nearer to our interests, 
and has probably continued to have a consi- 
derable influence on the sentijnents of culti- 
vated men. After being detained a great whik 
among the phantasms and the monsters W my- 
thology, or following through the mazes of 
ancient metaphysics that truth which occasio-* 
nally appears for a moment, but still for ever 
retires before the pursuer, the student of anti- 
quity is delighted to meet with a sage who 
gives him, in the most perspicuous and elo- 
quent form, the direct instructions concerning 
duty and happiness. And since it is necessarily 
the substantial object of these instructions to 
enforce goodness, he feels but little cause to 
guard against any perversion of his principles. 
He entirely forgets that goodness has been 
defined and enforced by another authority, and 
that though its main substance must be the 
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game in the dictates of that authority, and ia 
the writings of Epictetus, or Cicero, or Antoni-> 
nus, yet there is a material difference in some 
parts of the detail, and a most important oqe 
in the principles that constitute the basis* 
While he is admiring the beauty of virtue as 
displayed by one accomplished moralist, and 
its lofty independent spirit as exhibited by 
another, he is not inclined to suspect that any 
thing in their sentiments, or his animated par- 
ticipation of them, can be wrong. 

But the part of ancient literature which has 
had incomparably the greatest influence on the 
character of cultivated minds, is that which has 
turned, if I may so express it, moral sentiment^ 
into real beings, and interesting companions, by 
displaying the life and actions of eminent ia« 
dividuals. A few of the personages of fiction 
are also to be included. The captivating spirit 
of Greece and Rome resides in the works of 
the biographers, in so much of the history as 
might properly be called biography, from its, 
fixing the whole attention and interest on a 
few signal n^mes, and in the works of the prin- 
cipal poets. 

No one, I^ suppose, will deny, that both the 
characters and the sentiments, which are the 
favourites of the poet and the historian, become 
the fevourites also of the admiring reader ; for 
this would be to deny the excellence of the 
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poetry and eloquence. It is the high test and 
proof of genius that a writer can render his 
subject interesting to his readers, not merely in 
a general way, but in the very same manner \n 
which it interests himself. If the great works 
of antiquity had not ,this powers they would 
long since have ceased to charm. We could 
not long tolerate what revolted, while it w^as 
desigiied to please, our moral feelings. But if 
their characters and sentiments really do thus 
fascinate the heart, how far will this influence 
be coincident with the spirit an^i with the 
design of Christianity * ? 

Among the poets, I shall notice only the 
two or three pre-eminent ones of the Epic 
class. Homer, you know, is the favourite of 
the whole civilized world ; and it is many cen- 
turies since there needed one additional word 
of homage to the amazing genius displayed in 
the Iliad. The object of inquiry is, what kind 
of predisposition will be formed toward chris^ 
tianity in a young and animated spirit, that 

* It may be noticed here that a great part of what could 
be said on heathen literature as opposed to the religion 
of Christy must necessarily refer to the peculiar moral spirit 
of that religion. It would border on the ridiculous to repre-» 
sent the martial enthusiasm of ancient historians and poets 
as counteracting the peculiar doctrines of the gospel, meaning 
by the term those dictates of truth that do not directly involve 
moral precepts. 
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learns to glow with enthusiasm at the scenes 
created by Homer, and to indulge an ardent 
wish, which that enthusiasm, will probably 
awaken, for the pojssibility of emulating some 
of the principal characters. Let this suscepti- 
ble youth, after having mingled and burned in 
imagination among heroes, whose valour and 
anger flame like Vesuvius, who wade in blood, 
trample on dying foes, and hurl defiance against 
earth and heaven ; let himbe led into the com- 
pany of Jesus Christ and his disciples, as dis- 
played by the evftngelists, with whose narrative, 
I will suppose, he is but slightly acquainted 
before, \yhat niust he, what can he, do with 
his feelings in this transition? He will find 
himself flung as far as " from the centre to the 
utmost pole ;** and one of these two opposite 
exhibitions of character will inevitably excite 
his aversion, Which of then^ is that likely to 
be, if he is become thoroughly possessed with 
the Homeric passions ? 

Or if, on the other hand, you will suppose a 
person to have first become profoundly inter- 
ested by the new testament, and to have ac-, 
quired the spirit of the Saviour of the world, 
while studying the evangelical history; with 
what sentiments will he come forth from con- 
versing with heavenly mildness, weeping bene- 
volence, sacred purity, and the eloquence of 
divine wisdom, to enter into a scene of such 

z 4 
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Actions and characters, and to bear such maxims 
6f merit and glory, as those of Homer? He 
would be still more confounded by the transi- 
tion, had it been possible for him to have en* 
tirely escaped that deep depravation of feeling 
which can think of crimes and miseries with 
little emotion, and which we have all acquired 
from viewing the whole history of the world 
composed of scarcely any thing else. He would 
find the mightiest strain of poetry employed 
to represent ferocious courage as the grfeatest of 
virtues, and those who do not possess it as 
worthy of their fate, to be trodden in the dust. 
He will be taught, at least it will not be the 
fault of the poet if he is not taught, to forgive 
a heroic spirit for finding the sweetest luxury 
in insulting dying pangs, and imagining the 
tears and despair of distant parents or wives. 
He will be incessantly palled upon to worship . 
revenge, the real divinity of the Iliad, in com* 
parison of which the Thunderer of Olympus ia 
but a despicable pretender to power. He will 
be taught that the most glorious and enviable 
life is that to which the greatest number of 
other lives are made a sacrifice ; and that it is 
noble in a hero to prefer even ^ short life at- 
tended by this felicity, to a long one which 
should permit a longer life also to others. The 
dire Achilles, a being whom, if he really exist- 
ed, it had deserved a conspiracy of the tribes 
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then called nations ta chain or to suffocate, U 
rendered interesting even amidst the horrors of 
revenge and destruction^ by the intensity of his 
affection for his friend, by the melancholy sub* 
iimity with which he appears in the funeral 
•cene of that friend, by one momentary instance 
of compassion, and by his solemn references to 
his own approaching death. A reader who has 
jBven passed beyond the juvenile ardour of life» 
feels himself interested, in a manner that ex>p 
cites at intervals his own surprise, in the fate 
of this stern destroyer ; and he wonders, and he ^ 
wishes to doubt, whether the moral that he is 
learning be, after all, exactly no other thaa 
that the griandest employment of a great spirit 
is the destruction of human creatures, so long 
gs revenge, ambition, or even caprice, may 
choose to regard them under an artificial dis- 
tinction, and call them enemies. But this, my 
idear friend, is^ the real and effective moral of 
the Iliad; after all that critics have so gravely 
written about lessons of union, or any oth^ 
i^ubordinate moral instructions, which they dis- 
cover or imagine in the work. Who but critics 
ever thought or cared about these instructions? 
Whatever is the chief and grand impression 
made by the whole work on the ardent minds 
which are most susceptible of the influence of 
poetry, that is the real moral ; and Alexander, 
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and, by reflexion from him, Charles XII, cofw 
rectly received the genuine inspiration. 

If it be said that such workni stand on the 
same ground, except as to the reality or accu-> 
racy of the facts, with an eloquent history, 
\vhich simply exhibits the actions and charao- 
ters, I deny the assertion. The actions and 
characters are presented in a manner which 
prevents their just impression, and empowers 
them to make an opposite one. A transforming 
magic of genius displays a number of atrocious 
savages in a hideous slaughter-house of men, 
as demigods in a temple of glory. No doubt 
an eloquent history might be so written as to 
give the same aspect to such men, and such 
operations; but that history would deserve to 
be committed. to the flames. A history that 
should present a perfect display of human mi- 
series £ind slaughter, would incite no one, that 
had not attained the la^t possibility of depra* 
vation, to imitate the principal actors. It would 
give the same feelipg 5is the sight of a field of 
dead and dying men after a battle is over ; a 
sight at which the soul would shudder, an^ 
earnestly wish that this might be the last time 
the sun should beho)d such a spectacle; but 
the tendency of the Homeric poetry, and of a 

il, is to insinuate 
tgedy, \ there^ 
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fore. ask again, how it would be possible for a 
man whose mind was first completely assimi- 
lated to the spirit of Jesus Christ, to read such 
a M'oric without a most vivid antipathy to what 
he perceived to be the moral spirit of the poet? 
And if it were not too strange a supposition^ 
that the most characteristic parts of the Ilia4 
kad been read in the presence and hearing of 
our Lord, and by a person animated by a fervid 
sympathy with the work— do you not instantly 
imagine Him expressing the most emphatical 
eoademnation ? Would not the reader have 
been made to know, that in the spirit of that 
book he could never become a disciple and a 
friend of the Messiah ? But then, if he believed 
this declaration, and were serious enough to 
care about being the disciple and friend of the 
Messiah, would he not have deemed himself 
extremely unfortunate to have been seduced, 
thtough th^ pleasures of taste and imagination, 
into habits of feeling which rendered it impos-* 
sible, till they could be destroyed, for him to 
receive the only true religion, and the only 
redeemer of the world ? To shew how impossi* 
ble it would be, I wish I may be paMoned 
for making another strange and indeed a most 
monstrous supposition, namely, that Achilles, 
Diomede, Ulysses, and Ajax had been real 
persons, living in the time of our Lord, and 
bad become bis disciples, and yet (excepting 
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the mere exchange of the notions (^mythology 
for christian opinions,) had retained entire the 
state of mind with which their poet has exhi« 
bited them. It is instantiy perceived that Sa«^ 
tan^ Beelzebub, and Moloch might as consist 
tently have been retained in heaven* But here 
the question comes to a point : if these great 
examples of glorious character pretending to 
coalesce with the transcendent Sovereign . of 
virtues, would have been probably the most 
eftormous incongruity existing, or that ever had 
existed, in the whole universe, what harmony 
can there be between a man who has acquired 
ft considerable degree of congeniality with tho 
spirit of these heroes, and that paraniount 
Teacher and Pattern of excellence ? And who 
will assure me that the enthusiast for heroio 
poetry does not acquire a degree of this con* 
geniality? But unless I can be so. assured^ 
I persist in asserting, the noxiousness of i^ucb 
poetry. 

Yet the work of Homer is, notwithstanding^ 
the book which christian poets have translated^ 
which christian divines have edited and com^ 
mented oq with pride, at which christian ladies 
have beeq delighted to see their sons kindle 
into rapture, and which forms an essential part 
of the course of a liberal education, over all 
those coxintries on which the gospel shines* 
And who can tell how much that passion for 
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war which, from the univ^ersality of its preva* 
fence, might seem inseparable from the nature 
of man, may, in the civilized world, have been 
reinforced by the enthusiastic admiration with 
which young men have read Homer, and simi* 
lar poets, whose genius transforms what is, and 
ought always to appear, purely horrid, into an 
aspect of grandeur ? 

Should it be asked, And. what ought 'to be 
the practical consequence of such observa* 
tions ? I may surely answer that I cannot justly 
be required to assign that consequence. I can«< 
not be required to do more than exhibit in a 
simple light an important point of truth. If 
such works do really impart their own genuine 
spirit to the mind of an admiring reader, in 
proportion to the degree in which he admires, 
and if this spirit is totally hostile to that of 
Christianity, and t/* Christianity ought really and 
in good faith to be the supreme regent of all 
m<M'al feelings, then it is evident that the Iliad, 
and all books which combine the same ten- 
dency with great poetical excellence, are among 
the most mischievous things on earth. There 
19 but little satisfaction certainly iti illustratfng 
the operation of evils without proposing any 
adequate method of contending with them. 
But in the present case, I really do not see 
what a serious observer of the character of man- 
•kind <:an ofkt. To wish that the works <rf 
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Homer, and some other great authors of aQtr-*r 
quity, should cease to be read, is just as vais 
as to wish they had never been written. As ta 
the far greater number of the readers, it were- 
equally in vain to wish that pure christian sen^ 
timents might be sufficiently recollected, and 
lovied, to accompany the study, and constantly 
prevent the injurious impression, of the woriia 
of pagan genius. The feWAia^ima of Christianity 
to which the student may have assented with-' 
out thought, and for which he has but little 
veneration, will but feebly oppose the ^flu<« 
ence ; the spirit of Homer will vanquish as ir-« 
resistibly as his Achilles vanquished. It is also 
most perfectly true, that so long as pride, am-^ 
bition, and vindictiveness, hold so mighty a 
prevalence in the character and in the nature of 
our species, they would still amply display 
themselves, though the stimulus of heroic po« 
etry were withdrawn by the annihilation of all 
those works which have invested the worst 
passions, and the worst actions, with a glare of 
grandeur. With or without classical ideas, men 
and nations will continue to commit offences 
i^ainst one another, and to avenge them; to 
assume an arrogant precedence, and account it 
noble spirit ; to celebrate their deeds of destruc- 
tion, and call them glory; to idolize the men 
who possess, and can infuse, the greatest share 
of an infernal iire; to set at nought all prinp 
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ciples of virtue atid religion in favbur of a 
tlioughtlefis vicious mortal who consigns him- 
self in the same achieveiiient to fame and per-» 
dition; to vaunt iri triumphal entries, ot fune- 
ral pornps^ or strings of scalps, how far human 
skill and valour can excel the powers of famines 
and pestilence ; men and nations will continue 
thus to act, till some new dispensation of hea- 
ven shall establish the reign of Christianity, In 
fhs^t better season, perhaps the great works of 
ancient geniui^ will be read with such a state of 
mind as can receive the intellectual improve* 
ment derivable from them, and at the same time 
as little coincide or be infected with their mo« 
tal spirit, as in the present age we venerate 
their mythological vanities. 

In the mean time,^ one cannot believe that any 
man who seriously reflects how absolutely the 
religion of Christ claims a conformity of his 
9irhole nature, will without regret feel himself 
animated, even for a moment, with a class of 
sentiments of which the habitual prevalence 
would be the total preclusion of Christianity. 
And it seems to shew how little this religion is 
really understood, or even considered, in any 
.of the countries denominated christian, that so 
many who profess to adopt it never once 
thought of guarding their own minds, and those 
of their children, against the eloquent seduc* 
tions of a spirit which is mortally opposite. 
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Probably they would be more intelligent and 
vigilant, if any other interest than that of their 
professed religion were endangered. But st 
thing, which injures them only in that con-** 
cem, is sure to meet with all possible induU 
gence. 

With respect, to religious parents anH pre* 
ceptorS) whose children and pupils are to re- 
ceive that liberal education which must inevi^ 
tably include the study of these great works, it 
will be for them to accompany the youthful read^- 
ers throughout, with a great and anxious effort 
to shew them in the most pointed manner the 
inconsistency of many of the sentiments, both 
with moral rectitude in general, and with the 
special dictates of Christianity. And in order 
to give the requisite force to these dictates, it 
will be an important duty to illustrate to them 
the amiable tendency, and to prove the awful 
authority, of this dispensation of religion. This 
careful effort will often but very partially pre« 
vent the mischief; but it seems to be all that 
can be done. 

Virgil's work is a kind of lunar reflection of 
the ardent effulgence of Hotaer ; surrounded, 
if I may extend the figure, with as beoutiful a 
halo of elegance and tenderness as p^haps the 
world ever saw. So much more refined an or« 
der of sentiment might have rendered the he* 
loic character far more attractive (e a mind that 
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tan melt as- well as burn, if there had actually 
been a hero in the poem. But none of the 
personages intended for heroes excite the read- 
er's enthusiasm enough to assimilate the tone 
of his feelings. No fiction or history of human 
characters and actions will, ever powerfully 
transfuse its spirit without some one or some 
Very few individuals of signal peculiarity or 
greatness, to concentrate and embody the 
whole eneirgy of the work. There would he 
lie danger therefore of any one's becoming an 
idolater of the god of war through the inspira* 
tion of the iEneid, e^en if a larger proportion 
of it had been devoted to martial enterprize. 
Perhaps the chief counteraction to. chrii^tian 
sentiments which I should apprehend to an 
^ opening susceptible mind, would be a deprava- 
tion of its ideas concerning the other world, 
from the picturesque scenery which Virgil has 
opened to his hero in the regions of the dead, 
and the solemn and interesting images with . 
which he has shaded the avenue to them. Per- 
haps also the affecting sentipients which pre- 
cede the death of Dido, might tend to lessen, 
especially in a pensive mind, the horror of that 
impiety which would throw back with violence 
the possession of life into the hands of him who 
gave it. 
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LETTER VI. 

.When I add the name of Lucan, I must 
,confe8s that no author of antiquity, that I 
Jcnow, would have so much . power to seduce 
my feelings, in respect to moral greatness, into 
.a. train not co-incident with Christianity. His 
i^ading characters are widely different from 
^hose of Homer, and of a greatly superior or- 
jder. The mighty genius of Homer appeared 
and departed in a rude age of the human mind, 
a stranger to the intellectual enlargement which 
would have enabled him to combine in his he- 
roes the dignity of thought, instead of mere 
physical force, with the energy of passion. For 
want of this, they are great heroes without being 
great men. They appear to you only as tremen- 
dous fighting and destroying animals ; a kind of 
human Mammoths. The rude efforts of personal 
conflict are all they can understand and admire, 
and in^ their warfare their minds never reach to 
any of the sublimer results even of war ; their 
chief and final object seems to be the mere sa- 
vage glory of fighting, and the annihilation of 
their enemies. When the heroes of Lucan, 
both the depmved and the nobler class, are em- 
ployed in war, it seems but a small part of 
what they can do and what they intend ; they 
have always something further and greater ih 
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view than to evince their valour, or to riot in 
the vengeance of victory. Even the ambition 
of Pompey and Ceesar seems almost to become 
a grand passion, when compared to the con- 
tracted as well as detestable aim of Homer's 
chiefs; while this passion too is confined to 
narrow and vulgar diesigns, in comparison with 
the views which actuated Cato and Brutus.— 
The contempt of death, which in the heroes of 
the Iliad often seems like ^n incapacity or an ob- 
livion of thought, is in Lucan's favourite charac- 
ters the result, or at least the associate, of pro- 
found reflection; and this strongly contrasts 
their courage with that of Homer's warriors^ 
which is (according indeed to his own frequent 
similes) the daring of wild beasts. Lucan sub- 
limates martial into moral grandeur. Even if 
you could deduct from his great men all that 
which forms the specific display of the hero, 
you would find their greatness little diminish- 
ed ; they would be commanding and interesting 
men still. The better class of them, amidst 
war itself, hate an^ deplore the spirit and fero- 
cious exploits of war. They are indignant 
at the vi^es of mankind for compelling their 
virtue into a career in which such sangui- 
nary glori^9 can be acquired. , And while they 
deem it their duty to exert; their courage in a 
just cause, they regard camps and battles as 
vulgar thicigs, from which their thoughts often 
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turn away into a train of solemn contemplaticms 
in which they rise sometimes to the empyreal 
region of sublimity. You have a more absolute 
impression of grandeur from a speech of Cato, 
than from all the mighty exploits that epic po- 
etry ever blazoned. The eloquence of Lucan's 
moral heroes does not consist in images of tri" 
(imphs and conquests, but in reflections oh vir- 
tue, sufferings, destitty, and death; and the 
sentiments expressed in his own name have of* 
ten a melancholy tinge which renders them ir- 
resistibly interesting. He ^ight seem to have 
felt a presage, while musing on the last of the 
Romans, that their poet was soon to follow 
them. The reader becomes devoted both to 
the poet and to these illustrious men ; but, un- 
der the influence of this attachment, he adopts 
all their sentiments, and exults^ rnf the i^mpa- 
thy ; forgetting, or unwilling, to reflect^ whe- 
ther this state of feeling is concordant with the 
religion of Christ, and with the spirit of the 
apostles and martyrs. The most seducing of 
Lucan^^ sentiments, to a mind enamoured of 
pensive sublimity, are thoae coneeming death. 
I remen)ber the very principle which I would 
wish to inculcate, that is, the necessity that » 
believer of the gospel should preserve the 
christian style of feeling predominant in hi» 
mind, and clear of every incongruous mixture^ 
having struck me with great force aloiidst the 
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enthusiasm wHh which I read many times over 
the memorable acoouot of Vulteius, the speech 
by which he inspired his gallant band with a 
passion for death, and' the reflections on death 
with which the poet closes the episode. I said 
to myself with a sensation of conscience, What 
are these sentiments with which I am burning ? 
Are these the just ideas of death ? Are they such 
as were taught by our Lord ? Is this the spirit 
with which St, Paul approached his last 'hour ? 
And I felt a painful collision .between this 
reflection and the passion inspired by the poet. 
4^ perceived with the clearest certainty that the 
J^ind of interest which I felt was no less than a 
real adoption, for the time, of the very same 
sentiments by yrhioh he was animated, 

Th^ ^pi<^ ppetry ^as been selected for the 
more pointed application of my remarks, from 
the conviction that it has had a much greater 
influence on $he moral sentiments of succeed- 
ing ages than all the other poetry of antiquity, 
by means of its impressive display of individual 
great characters. And it will be admitted, I 
believe, that the moral spirit of the epic poets, 
taken together, is as little in opposition to the - 
christian theory of moral sentiments as that of 
the collective poetry of other kinds. The just 
^nd elevated sentiments to be found in the 
Greek tragedies, tend to lead the mind to the 
same habits x>f thought as the best of the pagan 
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didactic moralists. And these sentiments are 
more forcibly impressed by means of being ac« 
companied with a well-combined series of ac- 
tion, than they could be by mere moral writ^ 
ing; but not so forcibly as by the insulated 
magnificence of such striking and sublime indu 
vidual characters as those of epic poetry. The 
mind of the reader does not retain for months 
and years an animated recollection of some per« 
sonage whose name incessantly recalls the sen- , 
timents which he uttered, or which his conduct 
made us feel. Still, however, the moral spirit 
of the Greek tragedies acts with a considerable 
force on a susceptible mind; and if there 
should be but half as great a difference between 
the quality of the instructions which they will 
impart, and the principles of evangelic morality, 
as there was between the religious knowledge 
and moral spirit of the men themselves who 
wrote and contended for their own fame ia 
Greece, and the divine illumination and noble 
character of those apostles that opened a com- 
mission from heaven to transform the world, 
the student may have some cause to be careful 
lest his Athenian morality should disincline 
him to the doctrines of a better school. 

I shall not dwell long on the biography and 
history, since it will be allowed that their influ- 
ence is very nearly co-incident with that of the 
epic poetry. The work of Plutarch, the chief 
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<)f tke biographers, (a work so necessary, it 
would seem, to the consolations of a christian, 
4;hi^t I have read of some author who did not 
profess to disbelieve the New Testament, de- 
claring that If he were to be cast on a desert 
island, and could have one book, and but one, 
it should be this,) the work of Plutarch deli- 
neates a greatness partly of the same character 
as that celebrated by Homer, and partly of the 
far more dignified and intellectual kind which 
is so conmanding in the great men of Lucan, 
several of whom indeed are the subjects also of 
the biographer. Various distinctions might, 
DO doubt, be remarked In the impressicm made 
by great characters as exhibited in poetry, and 
as presented in the siqiple historical form : but 
I am persuaded that the habits of feeling which ^ 
will grow from admiring the one or the other, 
will be substantially the same as to a cordial 
reception of the religion of Christ. 

A number of the men displayed by the biogra- 
phers and historians, rose so eminently above 
the general character of the human race, that 
their names have become inseparably associated 
with our ideas of moral greatness. -A thought- 
ful student of antiquity enters this majestic 
company with an impression of mystical awful- 
ness, resembling that of Ezekiel in his vision. 
This select and revered , assembly includes 
only those who were distinguished by elevated 
A a 4 
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virtue, as well as powerful talente and mcimoraK 
ble actions. Undoubtedly the stupendous 
powers and energy without moral excellence^ 
60 often displayed on the field of ancient hisn 
tory, compel a kind of prostration, of the soul 
in the presence of men, whose surpassing 
achievements seem to silence, fcM* a while, and 
but for a while, the sense of justice wluc^. 
must execrate their ambition and their crimes^ 
but where greatness of mind seems but secon* 
dary to greatness of virtue, as in the wamples^ 
of Phocion, Epaminondas, AristideSi, Timoleon, 
Dion, and a considerable number more, the 
heart applauds itself for feeling an irresistibla 
captivation. This number indeed is small, com*; 
pared with the whole enumeration of renowned 
names; but it is large enough to fill the mindt 
^d to give as venerable ^n impression of pagaq 
gr)5atness, as if none of its examples had been, 
the heroes, whose fierce brilliance lightens^ 
through the blackness of their depravity; or 
the legislators, orators, and philosophers, whose 
wisdom was degraded by hypocrisy, venality,^ 
dr vanity. 

A most impressive part of the influence of 
ancient character on modern feelings is derived 
from the accounts of two or three of the great-* 
est philosophers, whose virtue, protesting and 
solitary in the times in which they lived, whose 
intense devotedness to the pursuit of wisdom^ 
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mid "whose occasional sublime glimpses of 
thought, darting beyond the sphere of error ia 
which they were enclosed and benighted, p^e* 
sent them to the mind with something like the 
venerableness of the prophets of God. Among 
fhe exhibitions of this kind, it is unnecessary 
to say that Xenophon*s Memoir of Socrateii 
stands unrivalled and above comparison. 

Sanguine spirits without number have pro^ 
bably been influenced' in modern tiipes by the 
fincient history of mere heroes ; but persons of 
a reflective disposition have been incomparably, 
more affected by the contemplation of those 
inen, whose coir^bination of mental power with 
illustrious virtue constitutes the supren)e glory 
0f heathen antiquity.— ^And why do I deem 
the admiration of this noble display of rtioral 
excellence pernicious to these reflective minds^ 
in relation to the religion of Christ? For the 
simplest possible reason ; because the pri|ici-r 
pies of that excellence are not identical with 
the principles of this religion; as I believe 
every serious and self-observant man who has 
been attentive to them both, will have verified 
in his own experience. He has felt the ani- 
mation which pervaded his soul, in musing on 
the virtues, the sentiments, and the great ac- 
tions, of these dignified men, suddenly expiring, 
when he has attempted to prolong or transfer it 
to the virtues, sentiments, and actions, of the 
apostles of Jesus Christ. Sometimes he has, 
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with mixed woiiijer and indignation, remook 
strated with his own feelings, and has said, 
I know there is the highest excellence in the 
religion of the Messiah, and in the characters 
of his most magnanimous followers ; and surely 
it IS excellence also that attracts me to those 
other illustrious men ; why then cannot I take 
a full delightful interest in them both ? But it 
is all in vain ; he finds this amphibious devo- 
tion impossible. And he will always find it so; 
for, antecedently to experience, it would be 
obvious that the order of sentiments which 
was the life and soul of the one form of exceU 
lence, is extremely distinct firom that which is 
the animating spirit of the other. If the whole 
system of a christian's sentiments is required to 
be exactly adjusted to the economy of redemp*^ 
tion, they must be widdy difierent firom those 
of the men, however wise or virtuous,' who 
never thought or heard of the Saviour of the 
world; else, where is the peculiarity or im« 
portance of this new dispensation, which does 
however both avow and manifest a most ex-* 
treme peculiarity, and with which heaven has 
connected tfaie signs and declarations of it& beii^ 
of infinite importance ^ If, again, a christian's 
grand object and solicitude is to please God, 
this must constitute his moral excelleQce, (even 
though the fiicis were the same,) of a very dif* 
ferent nature from that of the men, who had np 
god that they cared to please, and whose highest 
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:gWy it inight po&sibly become, that they boldly 
jdifTered from their gods ; as Lutan undoubtedly 
intended it as the most emphatical applause of 
Cato, that he was the inflexible patron and 
hero of the cause which the gods doomed to 
ruin. If humility is required to b^ a chidT 
characteristic in a christian's mind, he is hiere 
again placed in a state of contrariety to that 
Jove of glory which accompanied, and was ap» 
plauded as a virtue while it accompanied, al- 
most all the moral greatness of the heathens* 
Ijf a chriBtian lives for eternity, and advances 
towards death with the certain expectation of 
Judgment, and of a new and awful world, how 
^iffiereot must he the essential quality of his 
Berious sentiments, as partly created, and totally 
pervaded, by this mighty anticipation^ from the 
vorder of feeling of the virtuous heathens, who 
had no clear or sublime expectations beyond 
death ! The interior essences, if I may so speak, 
of the two kinds of excellence, sustained or 
produced by these two systems of thought, are 
so different, that they ^ill hardly be more con- 
vertible or compatible in the same mind than 
even excellence and depravity. — ^Now it appears 
to me that the enthusiasm, with which a mind 
pf deep and thoughtful sensibility dwells on 
};he history of sages, virtuous legislators, and 
the noblest class of heroes, of heathen antiquity, 
will be found to beguile that mind into £ui 



Digitized 



by Google 



964 ON TH« AVERSION OF MKN OF TASTE 

order of sentiments congenial With eiheirs, and 
therefore thus seriously differe^t ifom the spirit 
and principles of Christianity^. It }s not exactly 
tb^t the judgment admits distinct pags^n propo- 
tutions, but the heart insensibly acquires aii 
unison with many of the sentiment!^ wbicli 
implff those propositions, and are wrong unlessf 
those propositions are right. It forgets that a 
different state of feeling, corresponding to ^ 
vastly different scheme of propositions, is ap^ 
pointed by the Sovereign Judge of all things as 
(with relation to us) an indispensable prepara^ 
tion for entering the eternal paradise f; and 
thjEit now, no moral distinctions, however splen? 
did, are excellence in his sight, if not conformed 
tx> this standard, |t slides intp ^ persuasioKi 

* If it should be said ihai, in admiring pa^an exceUeBce« 
the mind takes the mere fa^ts of that excellence^ separately 
from the principles^ and as far as they ai^e identical with the 
facts of christian excellence^ and then^ connecting christian 
principles with them^ converts the whole into a christian cha« 
vacter before it cordially admires^ I appeal to experience, 
while I assert that this i» not true. If it were, the mind 
would be able to turn with full complacexM^y hom an 'affec- 
tionate admiration of an illustrious heatheU'^ to admire, in the 
▼ery same train of feeling and with still warier emotion^ the 
excellence of St. |*aul 5 which is not the fact. 

t I hope none of these observations will be understood t© 
iasinliate the impossibility of the future happiness of virtuous 
heathens. But a disquisition on the subject would here moal 
obviously be out of place* 
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that, nndm any economy, to be exactly like 
one of these heathen examples would be a com-» 
petent qualiticatiofl for any world to which 
good spirits are to be assigned. The devoted 
admirer contemplates them as the m9St envia* 
ble specimens of his nature, and almost wished 
he coulcl have been one of them^ without re» 
fleeting that this would have been under the 
condition, among many other circumstances, of 
adoring Jupiter, Bacchus, or iEsculapiu?, and 
of despising even the deities that he adored; 
and under the condition of being a stranger to 
the Son of God, and to all that he has disclosed 
and accomplished for the felicity of our race* 
It would even throw an ungracious chill on bis 
ardour, if an evangelical monitor should whisper, 
*' Recollect Jesus Christ," and express his re- 
gret that these illustrious men could not have 
been privileged to be elevated into christians. 
If precisely the word " elevated** were used, 
he might have a feeling, at the. instant, as if it 
were ^ not the right word. But this state of 
mind is no less than a most serious hostility to 
the gospel, which these feelings are practically 
pronouncing to be either unnecessary or wrong } 
and therefore that noblest part of ancient litera- 
ture which tends to produce it, is inexpressibly 
injurious. It had been happy for many culti- 
vated and aspiring minds, if the men whose 
characters form, the moral magnificence of the 
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classical history, had been such atrtcious v\U 
bins, that their names could not have be^n re-' 
eollected without execration: Nothing tfan he 
more disastrous than to be led astray by emi-^ 
nent virtue and intelligence, wtich can: give a 
feeling of grandeur, or of an alliance with gran-* 
deur, in the deviation^ 

It will require a very affecting impression of 
the christian truth, a very strongly marked idea 
of the christian character, and a habit of think-' 
ing with sympathetic admiration of the most 
elevated class of christians, to preserve entire 
the evangelicaV spirit among the examples. of 
what might pardonably have been deemed the 
most exalted style of man, if a revelation had 
not been received from heaven. Some views 
of this excellence it were in vain for a chris- 
tian to forbid himself to admire ; but he ab-« 
solutely mtist learn to admire under a se« 
vere and solemn restriction^ else every emotion 
ia a desertion of his cause. He must learn 
to assign these men in thought to another 
sphere, and to regard them a3 beings under 
a dififerent economy with which our rela- 
tions are dissolved ; as marvellous specimens 
of a certain imperfect kind of moral greatness, 
formed on a model foreign to true religion, 
which model is crumbled to dust and given to 
the winds. — At the same time, he may empha«» 
tically deplore, while viewing some of these 
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men, tha^^ if so much excellence could be 
formed on such a model, the sacred system on 
which his own character professes to be formed, 
should not have raised him almost to heaven.~« 
So much for the effect of the most interesting 
part of ancient literature. 

In the next letter I shall make some obser- 
vations, in reference to the same object, on 
modern polite literature. Many of these must 
unavoidably be very analogous to those already, 
made ; since the greatest number of the modern 
fine writers* acquired much of the character of 
their minds from those of the ancient world. 
Probably indeed the ancients have exerted a 
much more extensive influence in modern 
times by means of the modern writers to whom " 
they have communicated their moral spirit, 
than immediately by their own works. 



LETTER' VII. 

X O a man who had long observed the influences 
which tyrannize over human passions and opi- 
nions, it would not perhaps have appeared 
strange, that when the Grand Renovator came 
on earth, and during the succeeding ages, a 
number of the men whose superior talents were 
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to cany oq the oMfse of litemture, and g«kkt 
the progress of the humaa mind, should reject 
his religion. These I have pkced out of the 
question^ as it is not my object to shew the in«» 
juries which Christianity has reoeived from its 
avowed enemies. But it might have been ex-* 
pected^ that all the intelligent men^ from that 
hour to the end of time, who should really 
admk this religion^ would perceive die sove-* 
reignty and universality of its claimsi and feel 
that every thing unconsonant with it ought in* 
sfantly to vanish from the whole ^tem of 
approved sentiments and the whole school of 
literature, ,and to keep as absolutely adoof aal 
the Israelites from the boundary that guarded 
Mount Sinai. It might have been presumed^ 
that all principles which thenetv dispensation 
rendered obsolete, or declared or implied to be 
wrong, should no more be regarded as belongs 
ing to the system of principles to b6. hencefor^ 
ward received and taught, than de^d bodies in 
their graves belong to the race of living men* 
To retain or recall them would therefore be as 
offensive to the judgment, as to take up these 
bodies and place them in the paths of men^ 
would be oflfensive to the senses ; and as ab- 
surd as the practice of the ancient Egyptians, 
who carried their embalmed ancestors to their 
festivals. It might have been supposed, that 
whatever Christianity had actually changed. 
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Iftbolished, or supj^ied, would therefore heprac* 
tically regarded by these believers of it as 
changed, abolished, or supplied; and that they 
would, in all their writings, he at least as cdne^ 
ful of their fidelity in this great article, as a 
man who aKlopts the Newtonkn philosophy, 
would be certain to exclude from bis scientifie 
discourse all ideas that seriously implied the 
Ptolemaic or Tychonic system to be true. ' Ne* 
cessarily^ a nuinber of these literary believc« 
would write on subjects so completely foreigA 
to what comes within the cognisance of chris«- 
tianity, that a pure neutrality, which should 
avoid ail interference with it, would be all 
that could be claimed from them, in its be^^ 
iialf; though, at the same time, one should 
feel some degree of regret, to see a man of 
enlarged mind exhausting his ability and his 
life on these foreign subjects, without devoting 
some short interval to the service of that which 
h^ believes to be of far surpassing moment*. 

* I cottld not heip feeling ft degree of this regret in ready- 
ing lately the memoirs of the admirable and estimable Sir 
William Jones. Some of his reaearefaes in Asia have incx- 
denUdly tei^ed^ in a very iosportant .manner^ the cause of 
jrdigion; but did he think the last possible direct service had 
htea rendered to chrietia&ity, diat his accomplished mind was 
Idft -at leisure f5r hymns to the Hindoo gods? Was not this 
«Tcn a vidatsoB o£ the neutrality, and an ofience, not only 
agaimt the gospei, but agaiast theism itself? I know what 
may he nod about personification, license of poetry, aod 8a 
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' But the great number who cboee to write' on 
subjects that come within the relations of the 
christian system^ as on the various views of 
morals, the distinctions and judgments of hu- 
man character^ and the theory of ha{>piness> 
with almost unavoidable references sometimes 
to our connexion with Deity, to death, aild to 
a fiiture states ought to have written every page 
under the recollection, that these subjects are 
not left free for careless or arbitrary sentiment^ 
since the time that ^> God has spoken to us by 
his son ;* and that the noblest composition 
would be only so much eloquent impiety, if 
iiot concordant with the dictates of the new 
testament. ^ Had this been the prevalent te^ 
collection amidst the studies of the fine, writers 
of the christian world, an ingenuous mind 
might have read alternately, their works and 
*those. of the evangelists and apostles, without 
being confounded by a perception of some 

on ; but should not a Worsliipper df God liold himself nndet 
a folemn obligation to abjure all tolerance of even poetical 
^gures that can seriously seem, in Uny way whatever, t6 
recognise the ps^n divinities^ or ^omiaations, as the pnK 
phets of Jehovah would have called them? What would 
Elijah have said to such an employment of talents in his 
timet It would have availed little to have told him that 
these divinities were only personifications* (with theur ap- 
propriate representative idob) of objects in nature^ of elo- 
ments, or of abstractions. He would have sternly feplied, 
< And was not Baal>. whose^ pit^phets I desttoyed^ the satte } 
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deadly antipathy between the inspirations of 
genius and the inspirations of heaven. 

I confine toy view chiefly to the elegant li- 
terature of ottf own country. And it may be 
presikmed, independently of any actual compa^ 
rison, that this, after the exclusion of works 
directly conducing to infidelity and vice, is 
l)uite as little exceptionable as the belles let- 
tres of any nation of modem Europe ; for this 
|>lain reason, that the extended prevalence of 
that happy light which arose at the reforma* 
tion, through almost the whole period that has 
produced our works of genius and taste^ must 
necessarily^ by presenting the religion of Christ 
in somewhat more of its genuine dignity, have 
compelled from the intellectual men who could 
not reje<ct its truth, a respect which the same 
class of men in popish countries would be but 
little inclined to feel, or which would generally 
be, if they did feel it, but the homage of su- 
perstition, which injured the sacred cause ano« 
therway* 

I do not assign any class of writers directly 
theological to the polite literature of a countiy, 
not eVen the distinguished sermon-writers of 
France ; as it is probable that works of direct 
theology have formed but a small part of that 
school of thinking and taste, in which the ge- 
nerality of cultivated men have acquired the 
.moral conformation of their minds. That school 
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18 comipo0ied of poeto, moral philosophers, his* 
torianS) essayists^ and you may add the nrriters 
of fiction. If the great majori^ of these authors 
have injured, and still injure^ thdr pupils in 
the most important of all their interests, it is a 
very serious consideration, both in lieSpect to 
the accouitfableiless of the authors, and the 
final effect on their pupils. I idaihtun that 
th#y tre guilty of this injury « 

On so wide a fieldf my de»r firiend, it would 
be in vain to attempt making patrticular refe« 
rences and selections to verify all these remarks* 
I must appeal for their truth to your dwd ao 
qiiaintance with our popular fine Writers. 

In the first place, and as a general observa« 
tion, the alleged injuiy has been done, to a 
great extent, by Omission, or iiather it should 
be called Exclusion. And here I da not refer 
so much to that unworthy care, which seemiS 
prevalent through the works of our ingenious 
authors, to avoid /arma//y treating on any topics 
of a precisely evangelical kind, as the absence of 
that christian tinge and modification, (indicated 
partly by the occasional expression of christian 
recoilecttoQs, and partly by a solicitous, though 
it were a tacit, conformity to every principle of 
the christian theory,) which should be diffused ' 
universally through the sentiments that regard 
man as a moml being. Consider how small 
ii portion (^ the serious subjects of thought can 
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bie detached from all connexion with the celn 
gion c^ Christ, without narrowing the scope to 
which he meant it to extend, and repelling itB 
intervention where he intended it to intervene* 
The book which unfolds it,* has exaggerated it» 
comprehensiveness, and the first distinguished 
christians had a delusive view of it» if it does 
not actually claim to mingle its principles with 
the whole system of moral ideas, so as ta.im^ 
part to them a specific character ; in the same 
manner as the element of fire, interfused through 
the various forms and combinations of other 
elements, produces throughout thefii, even 
when latent, a certain important modificationi 
which they would instantly lose, and there«» 
fore los^ their perfect condition, by its l«x« 
elusion. 

And this claim to extensive interference^made^ 
as a matter of authority, for the christian princi* 
pies, appears to be supported by their ncUwre. 
For they are not of a nature which necessarily 
restricts them to a peculiar department, like 
the principles which constitute some of the 
sciences. We should at once perceive the ab* 
surdity of a man who should be attempting to 
adjust all his ideas on general subjects according 
to the principles of geometry, and who should 
maintain (if any man could do so preposterous 
a thing) that geometrical laws ought to enter 
into the essence of our reasoning on politics add 
Bb3 
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inomls. This I own is taking an ilhistratioti in 
the extreme ; since geometrical and moral truth 
are not only very different, hut of a nature es- 
sentially distinct. Let any other class of prin* 
ciples foreign to moral subjects be selected, in 
order to its being shewn how absurd is the 
effect of an attempt to stretch them beyond 
their proper sphere, and force them into s^pnle 
connexion with ideas with which they hav^ 
no relation. Let it be shewn how they can ia 
no degree modify the subject to which they are 
attempted to be applied, nor mingle with th^ 
reasonings concerning it, any more than thfi 
powers of magnetism can be made to Operate 
on brass. I would then shew that on the con- 
trary the christian principles have something 
in their nature which has a relatiop with 
something in the nature of alm^rt ail serious 
subjects. Their being extended to those sub- 
jects therefore is not an arbitrary and forced 
application of them; it is merely permitting 
them to apply themselves to whatever they are 
in the nature of things related to. It must be 
obvious in a moment that the most general 
doctrines of Christianity, such as those of a 
future judgment, and immprtalHy* if bejieved 
to he true, have a direct relation with every 
thing that can be comprehended within the 
widest range of moral speculation and senti-* 
ment. It will al3o be found that the more par* 
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ticular doctrines, such as those of the moral 
pravity of our nature, an atonement made by 
the sacrifice of Christ, the interference of a spe- 
cial divine influence in renewing' the human 
mind, and educating it for a future state, toge- 
ther with all the inferences, conditions, and 
motives Faulting from them, cannot be admit- 
ted and religiously regarded, without combin-^ 
ing themselves in numberless instances with a 
man's ideas on moral subjects. I mean that it 
is in their very nature thus to interfere and find^ 
out a relation with these ideas, even if th^re 
were no divine requisition that they should. 
The writer must therefore have retired beyond 
the limits of an immense $eld of important and 
most interesting speculations, must indeed have 
fetired beyond the limits of aU the speculation 
most important to man, who can say that 
nothing in the religion of Christ bears, in 
imy manner, on any part of his subject, any 
IDore than if he were a philosopher of Saturn. 

And, in thus habitually interfering and com- 
bining with moral sentiments and speculations, 
the christian principles will greatly modify 
them. The evangelical ideas will stand in con- 
nexion with the moral ones not simply as acf- 
diiiofial ideas in the tr-ain of thinking, but as 
ideas which impart or dictate a particular cha- 
racter to the rest. A writer whose mind is so 
possessed with the christian principles that they 
Bb4 
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thui continually suggest themselves ia connexicm 
with his serious speculations, will unavoida-i 
bly present a moral subject in a somewhat difi^ 
ferent aspect, even if he make no express refe«« 
Fences to the gospel, from that in which it 
would be presented by another writer, whose, 
hubits of thought were clear of evangelical re« 
collections. And in every train of thinking iq 
which the serious recognition of those princini 
pies would produce this modification, it ought 
to be produced; so that the very last idea 
within the whole compass of speculation whicli 
would have a different cast as a ray of the gos« 
pel falls, or does not fall, upon it, should be 
Ikithfully exhibited in that light alone. The 
chnstian principles cannot be true without de^ 
termining what shall be true in the mode of 
fepresen ting all those subjects with which they 
hold a connexion. Obviously, as far as the 
gospel can go, and' does by its relations with 
things thus claim to go, with a modifying 
power, it cannot be a matter of indifference 
whether it do go or not ; for nothing on which 
its application would have this effect, would be 
equally right as so modified and as not so mo«« 
dified. Th^t which is made precisely correct 
by this qualified condition, must therefore, se^ 
parately from it^ be incorrect. He who has 
sent a revelation to declare the theory of sacred 
truth, and to define the relations of all moral 
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ientiment with that truth, cannot give his sane* 
tion at once to this final constitution, and to 
that \vhich disowns it. He therefore disowns 
that which disowns the religion of Christ, And 
what he disowns he condemns, thus placing all 
moral sentiments in the same predicament, with 
regard |o the christian economy, in which 
Jesus Christ placed his contemporaries, ^^ H« 
that is not with me is against me/' — ^The 
order of ideas thus dissentient from the chris# 
tian system, presumes the existence, or at»> 
lempts the creation, of 6oine other economy. 

Now, in casting a recoUective glance over 
e^r elegant literatqre, the fiur greater part, as 
^r as I am acquainted with it, appears to me 
to fall under the utmost weight of this condemn 
nation. After a comparatively small number 
tsf names and books are excepted, what are 
called the British Classics, with the addition 
of very many works of great literary merit that 
have not quite attained that rank, present an 
immense vacancy of christianized sentiment. 
The authors do not exhibit the signs of having 
fver deeply studied Christianity, or of retaining 
any discriminative and jserious impression of it. 
Whatever has strongly occupied a man's atten» 
tion, affected his feelings, and filled his mind 
with ideas, will even unintentionally shew itself 
in the train and cast of his discourse; these 
writers do not in this manner betray that their 
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iaculties have been occupied and interested t^ 
the utmost by the views unfolded in the evan^ 
ge^ic dispensation. Of their being solemnly 
conversant with these views yoq discover no 
Aotices analogous, for instanoe, to those which 
appear in the writing or discourse of a map» 
who has lately passed some time amidst the 
iwronders of Rome or Egypt, and who shewn 
you, by almost ua^^onscious allusions an4 
images naturally and often occurring in his lan^ 
^uage even on other subjects, bow p^foundly 
be has been interested in contemplating tri? 
umphal arches^ colmpns^ temples, an^ pyra- 
mids. Their minds are not naturalised, if I 
may so speak, to the images and scenery of the 
kingdom of Christ, or to that kind of light 
which the gospel throws on all objeete. They 
are somewhat like the inhabitants of those 
towns within the vast salt mines of Poland, 
who, beholding- every object in their region by 
the light of lanips and candles only, have iQ 
their conversation no expresstoua describing 
things in such aspects as never appear but 
under the lights of heaven. You might pb? 
fierve, the next time that you open one Af theae 
works, how far you may read, without meeting 
with an idea of such a nature, or s^o e:i({H*e^sed, 
as could not have been, unless Jesus Christ 
had come into the world*; even though the 

* Except perhaps in respect to humaiiity and beneroleiief^ 
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tubject be one of those which he came to illu« 
minate, and to enforce on the mind by new and 
most cogent arguments. And where so little 
pf the light and rectifying influence of these 
communications has been admitted into tjie 
habits of thought, there will be very few cordis 
ally reverential and animated references to the 
great Instructor himself. These will perhaps 
fiot oftener occur than a traveller in some parts 
pf Africa, or Arabia, comes to a spot of green 
vegetation in the desert. You might have read 
9 considerable number of volumes, without be* 
coming apprized that there is such a dispensa^- 
tion in existence, or that such a sublime Mi« 
nister of it had ever appeared among men. And 
you might have diligently read, for several 
years, and through several hundred volumes^ 
without at all discovering its nature or import* 
phce, or that the writers, when alluding to it, 
Itdmitted any high importance to be connected 
with it* Ypu would only have conjectured 
it to be a scheme of opinions and discipline, 
which had appeased in its day, as many others 
bad ftppeared) and left us, as the rest have lef^ 
lis, to follow our speculations our own way. 
. You would have supposed that these writers 
had probably heard of one Christ, as they have 

on which subject his in^tractions have {mproTed the senti- 
ments even of infidels^ in spite of the rejection of their dirine 
toUiority, 
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heard of one Confucius, as a teacher whose in* 
structions contain possibly many good things^ 
and to whose system a liberal mind will oc« 
caaionally advert, well-pleased to see China, 
Greece, and Judea, as well as England, pro- 
ducing their philosophers, of various sorts, each 
in itft turn. All the information which they 
would have supplied to your understanding, 
and all the conjectures to which they wou)d 
have prompted your ingenuity, would have Ipft 
you,« if not instructed from other sources, to 
meet tho real religion itself, when at length 
disclosed to you, as a thing of which you had 
no recognition, except by its name ; as a won« 
derful novelty. How little you would have ex* 
pected, from their literary and ethical glimpses, 
to find that it is at this moment the actual 
and sole economy by the provisions of which 
their happiness can be secured, by the laws of 
which they will be judged, which has declared 
the relations of man with his Creator, and spe- 
cified the exclusive ground of acceptance ; 
which is therefore of infinite consequence to 
you, and to them, and to all their readors^ as 
fixing the entire theory of the ' condition and 
destinies of man on the final principles to 
which all theories and sentiments are solemnly 
required to be " brought into obedience," 

Now, if the writers who have thus carefully 
preserved the whole world of interesting ideaa 
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which they have unfolded free irom any evan«* 
gelical intermixture, are really the chief in^ 
stnictors of persons of taste, and form, from 
early life, their habits of feeling and thought^ 
it is easy to see that they must produce a state 
of mind very uncongenial with the gospeL 
Views, habitually presented to the mind, duri» 
ing its most susceptible periods, and through 
the main course of its improvements, in every 
varied light of sublimity and beauty, with 
every &scination of that taste, ingenuity, and 
eloquence, which it has learnt still more to ad- 
mire each year as its faculties have expanded; 
will have become the settled order of its ideas. 
And it will feel the same complacency in this 
intellectual order, that, as inhabitants of the 
material world, we do in the great arrangement 
of nature, in the green blooming earth, and the 
magnificent hemisphere of heaven. 



LETTER VIIL 

IT will be proper to specify somewhat more 
distinctly several of the particulars in which I 
consider the generality of our fine writers as 
disowning or contradicting the evangelicftil dis« 
pensation, and thereJc^e beguiling their readers 
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into a complacency iii ati order of sentimeiiW 
that is unconsonant with it^ 

And one thing extremely obvious to remark,' 
is, that the good man^ the man of virtue, whp 
is necessarily presented to view ten thousand 
times in the volumes of ^these wrkers, i$^ not 
« christian* His character could have been 
formed though the christian revelation had ne^ 
ver been opened on the earthy or though all the 
copies of the new testament had perished ages 
since; and it might have appeared admirablei 
but not peculiar. There are no foreign unac^ 
tountable marks upon it, that could, in such a 
preclusion of the christian truths have excited 
wonder what could be the relations or the ob<» 
ject of such a strange but systematical singu^ 
larity^ and in what school or company it had 
acquired its principles and its feelings^ Let ifc 
only be said that this man of virtue had coahi 
versed whole years with the instructions of 
Plato and Cicero, and all would be explained i 
nothing would lead to ask, ^' But with whom 
then has he conversed sincej to lose so com-> 
pletely the appropriate character of his school^ 
under the broad impression of some other migh* 
tier influence ?'^ 

The good man of our polite literature never 
talks with affectionate devotion of Christ, as 
the great High Priest of his profession^ as ih^B 
exalted Friendy whose injunctions are the laws 
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9f his virtues, whose work and sacrifice are th« 
basis of his hopes, whos^ doctrines guide and 
awe his reasonings^ and whose example is the 
pattern which he is earnestly aspiring to le* 
seinble. The last intellectual and moral design 
nations in the world by which it would occur 
to you to describe him, would be those by 
which the Apostles so much exulted to be. re* 
cognised, a disciple, and a servant; of Jesus 
Christ ; nor would he (I am supposing thi9 
character to become a real person) be at all 
gratified by being so described. You do not 
hear him avowing that he deems the habitual 
remembrance of Christ essentia to the nature 
of that excellence which he is cultivating. Hd 
rather seems, with the utmost coolness of 
choice^ adopting virtue as according with the 
dignity of a rational agent, than to be in the 
least degree impelled to it by any relations with 
the Saviour of the world. 

On the supposition of a person realizing thi^ 
character having fallen i^to the company of St^ 
Paul, you can easily imagine the total want of 
congeniality. Though both avowedly devoted 
to truth, to virtue, and perhaps to religion, the 
difference in the cast of their sentiments would 
have been as great as that between the physi*- 
cal constitution and habitudes of a native of the 
country at the equator, and those of one frOm 
Iba arctic regions. Would not the apostle's 
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feeling of the continual intervention of ideatf 
concerning one Object, in all subjects, places^ 
and times, have appeared to this man of virtue 
and wisdom inconceivably mystical? In what 
manner would he have listened to the emphati-i 
cal expressions respecting the love c^ Christ 
constraining us, living, not to ourselves but to 
him that died for us and rose again, counting 
all things but loss for the knowledge of Christy 
being ardent to win Christ and be found io 
him, and trusting that Christ should be magni« 
fied in our body, whether by life or. by death I 
Perhaps St. Paul's energy, and the appearance 
of its beii^ accompanied by the firmest intel-« 
lect, might have awed him into silence. But 
amidst that silence, he inust, in order to defend 
his self-c<»nplacency, have decided that tho 
apostle's mind had fallen, notwithstanding its 
strength, und^ the dominion of an irrational 
association ; for he would have been conscious 
that no such ideas had ever kindled his affec« 
tions, and that no sucl^ affections had ever ani* 
mated bis actions ; and yet he was indubitably 
a good man, and could, in another style, be 99 
eloquent for goodness as St. Paul himself. He 
would therefore have concluded, either that it 
was not necessary to be a christian, or that this 
order of feeliqgs was not necessary to that char 
racter. But if the apostle's sagacity had de- 
tected the cause of tl^ is reserve, ami the nature 
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of his associate's reflecticms, he W6trld most 
certainly have declared to him with great so- 
lemnity that both these things were necessary— 
or that he had been deceived by inspiration; 
and he wouM hare parted from this self-corn^ 
placent man with admonition and compassion. 
Now would St, Paul have been wrong ? But if 
he would have been right, what becomes of 
those authors, whose works, whether from neg- 
lect or design, tend to satisfy their readers of 
the perfection of a form of character which he 
would have pronounced fatally defective ? 

Again, moral writings are instructions on thd 
subject of happiness. Now the doctrine of thid 
mibject is declared in the evangelical testimo* 
ny : it had been strange indeed if it had not, 
when the happiness of man was the precise ob- 
ject of the communication. And what, accord-* 
ing to this communication, are the essential re<^ 
quisites to that condition of the mind without 
which no man ought to be called happy ; with- 
out which ignorance or insensibility alone can 
be content, and folly alofie can be cheerful ? A 
simple reader of the christian scriptures will 
reply thjat they are — a ehanga of heart, called 
conversion, the assurance of the pardon of sin 
tbrough Jesus Christ, a habit of devotion ap- 
^oaching so near to intercourse with the Su- 
preme Object of devotion that revelation has 
called it communion with God, a process of 

c c 
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improvement, called sanctificatioD) a confidence 
in the divine Providence that all things shall 
work together for good, and a conscious prepa- 
ration for another life, including a firm hope of 
eternal felicity. And what else can he reply ? 
What else can you reply ? Did the lamp of 
heaven ever shine more clearly since omnipo- 
tence lighted it, than these ideas display them^* 
selves through the new testament ? Is this then 
absolutely the true, and the only true, account 
of happiness ? It is not that which our accom- 
plished writers in general have chosen to sanc- 
tion. Your recollection will tell you that they 
have most certainly presumed to avow, or to 
insinuate, a doctrine of. happiness which im- 
plies much of the christian doctrine to be a 
needless intruder on our speculations, or an 
imposition on our belief; and I am astonished 
that this serious fact should so little have 
alarmed the christian students of elegant lite- 
rature. The wide difference between the die-' 
tates of the two authorities is too evident to be 
overlooked; for the writers in question have 
very rarely^ amidst an immense assemblage of 
sentiments concerning happiness, made any re- 
terence to what the new testament so obviously 
d^lares to be its constituent and ^ital princit 
pies. How many times you might read the 
sun or the moon to repose, before you would 
find an assertion or a recognition, for instance, 
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of a change of the mind being requisite to 
happiness, in any terms commensurate with 
the significance which this article seems to 
bear in all the viarious forms in which it is ex- 
pressed and repeated in the new testament. 
Some of these writers appear hardly to have 
admitted or to have recollected even the propo- 
sition, that happiness must essentially consist 
in something so fixed in the mind itself as to 
be substantially independent of external cir- 
cumstances ; for their most animated represen- 
tations of it are merely descriptions of fortunate 
combinations of these circumstances, and of the 
feelings immediately caused by them, which 
will expire the moment that these combinations 
are broken up. The greater number however 
have fully admitted the proposition, and have 
given their illustrations of the doctrine of hap- 
piness accordingly. And what appears in these ^ 
illustrations as the highest form of happiness ? 
It is, probably, that of a man feeling an ele- 
vated complacency in his own excellence, a 
proud consciousness of rectitude; possessing 
extended views cleared from the mists of igno- 
rance, prejudice, and superstition ; unfolding 
the generosity of his nature in the exercise of 
beneficence, without feeling however any grate- 
ful incitement from remembrance of the trans-- 
cendent generosity of the Son of Man ; main- 
taining, in respect of the events and bustle of 
c c 2 
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the surrounding scene, a dignified indifference^ 
which can let the world go its own way, and 
can enjoy its tranquillity the while ; and living 
in a cool resignation to fate, without any strong 
expressions of a specific hope, or even solici* 
tude, with regard to the termination of life and 
to all futurity. Now whatever d^ee of re* 
semblance some of these distinctions may bear 
to the christian theory of happiness*, it is evi^ 
dent that on the whole the two modes are so 
different that the same man cannot realize them 
both. The result is obvious ; the natural efiect 
of inc(Hnpetent and fallacious schemes, prepos^ 
i^essing the mind by every grace of genius, will 
be an aversion to the christian view of happi<» 
ness, which will appear at the leaitt vary strange^ 
and probably very irrational. 

It is again a piomfnenf characteristic of the 
christian Revelation, that, having declared this 
life to be but the introduction to another, it. 
systematically preserves the recollection of thid 
great truth through every representation of 
every subject ; so that the reader is not allowed 
to contemplate any of the interests of life in a 
view which detaches them from the grand ob- 

* No one can be so absurd as to represent the doctrines 
which are prevalent in the works of polite literature as t(H 
tally, and at all points, opposite to thos4 of Christianity ^ what 
I am asserting, is^ that in some important points tbey are 
substantially and essentially difierent... 
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ject and conditions of life itself. An i^MMtle 
could not address his ft'iend^ on the most eom-i 
mon concerns, for the leogth of a page, with-* 
out the final references. He is like a person 
whose eye, while he is conversing with you 
about an object, or a snccessioii of objects im* 
mediately sear, glances with thoughtful con- 
sciousness ev^sry laioment toward some great 
spectacle appearing on the distant horiaon. He 
seems to talk to his friends in that manner of 
expression in which you can Imagine that EU« 
jah spoke, if he remarked to his companion any 
circumstance in the journey from Bethel to Je« 
rieho, and from Jericho to the Jordan ; a manner 
which needed not to be changed, if he uttered 
yet a few sentences more afler he saw the cha« 
not and horses pf fire. The correct conse-* 
quence .of conversing with our LcH'd and his 
japostles would be^ that the thought of imm6r« 
tality should become as habitually present and 
femiliarized to the mind as the countenance of 
a domestic friend ; that it should be the grand 
test of the value of all .pursuits, friendships^ 
and speculations ; and that it should mingle a 
certain nobleness with every thing which it 
permitted to occupy our time. Now how far 
will the discipline of modern polite 'literature 
coincide? 

I should be pleased to hear ^ student of that 
literature seriously profess that he is often and 
c c 3 
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impressively reminded of futurity ; and to have 
it shewn that ideas relating to this great sub- 
ject are presented in sufficient number, and in 
a proper manner, to produce an effect which 
should form a respectable proportion of the 
whole effect produced by these authors on sus-* 
eeptible minds. But I cannot hope to receive 
this satisfaction. It is true that the idea of im- 
mortality is so exceedingly grand, that many 
writers of genius who have felt but little genu- 
ine interest in religion, have been led by their 
perception of what is sublime to introduce a 
thought which is one of the most powerful 
means of elevating the imagination. And the 
energy of their language has been worthy of 
the subject. In these instances, however, it is 
not always found that the idea is presented ex- 
actly in that light which both shews its indivi- 
dual grandeur, and indicates the extent of its 
neoessary connexion with other ideas: it ap- 
pears somewhat like a majestic tower, which a 
traveller in some countries may find standing 
}n a solitary scene, no longer surrounded by 
that great assemblage of buildings, that ample 
city, of which it was raised to be the centre, 
the strength, and the ornament. Immortality 
has been had recourse to in one page of an in- 
genious work as a single topic of sublimity, in 
the same manner as a stupendous natural phe- 
nomenon, or a brilliant achievement, has been 
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described in another. The author's object 
might rather seem to have been to supply an 
occasional gratification to taste, than to reduce 
the mind and all its feelings under the perpe* 
tual dominion of a grand practical principle. 

It is true also that a graver class of fine 
writers, who have expressed considerable re- 
spect for religion and for Christianity, and who, 
though not writing systematically on morals, 
have inculcated high moral principles, have 
made references to a future state as the hope 
and sanction of virtue. But these references 
are nniade less frequently than the connexion 
between our present conduct and a future life 
would seem to claim. And the manner in which 
they are made sometimes indicates either a de- 
ficiency of interest in the great subject, or a pu- 
sillanimous anxiety not to offend those readers 
who would think it too directly religious. It is 
sometimes adverted to as if rather from a con- 
viction, that if there is a future state, moral 
speculation must be defective, even to a degree 
of absurdity, without some allusions to it, than 
from feeling a profound delight in the contem- 
plation of it. When the idea of another life is 
introduced to aggravate the force of moral prin- 
ciples and the authority of conscience, it is 
^one at times in a manner which appears like a 
somewhat reluctant acknowledgment of the de- 
ficiency of all inferior sanctions. The consi- 
c c 4 
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deration is suggested in a shore and transient 
ferm, after the writer has eloquently expatiated 
on evefy circumstance by whidi the present 
life can supply motives to goodness. In scmie 
instances, a watchful reader will also perceivo 
what appears too much like care to divest the 
idea, when it musi 4>e introduced, of all direct 
references to that sacred Person who first com-< 
pletely opened the prospect of immortality, or 
to some of those other doctriner which he 
taught in immediate connexion with this great 
truth. There is a degree of temptation to sus^ 
pect the writer of having been pleased that, 
though the gospel indeed has alone given the 
assurance of immortality, yet it was a subject 
of so much conjecture and speculation among 
the heathen sages, that he may mention it 
without seeming to refer so directly to the 
gospel as if he introduced some truth of which 
not only the evidence, but even the first ex- 
plicit conception, was communicated by that 
dispensation. 

Taking this defective kind of acknowledge 
ment of a future state together with that entire 
oblivion of the subject which prevails through 
an ample portion of elegant literature, I think 
there is no hazard in saying, that a reader who 
is satisfied without any oth^ instructions, 
will learn almost every lesson sooner than the 
necessity of habitually living for eternity. 
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Many of these writers seem to take as muck 
care to guard against the inroad of ideas froni 
this solemn quarter, as the inhabitants of Ho^ 
land do against the irruption of the sea; and 
their writings do really form a kind of moral 
dyke against the invasion frojn the other world. 
They do not instruct a man to act, to enjoy, 
imd to suffer, as a being that may by to*mor<- 
row have finally abandoned this orb: «verj 
thing is done to beguile the feeling of his being 
a '^ stranger and a pilgrim on the earth.'* The 
relaticm which our nature bears to the circum* 
stances of the present state, and which indivi* 
4uals bear to one another, is mainly the ground 
on which their considerations of duty proceed 
find conclude. And their schemes of happi^ 
ness, though formed for beings at once immor*- 
tal and departing, include little expressly be- 
longing to that world to which they are remov- 
ing, nor reach beyond the period at which they 
will properly but begin to live* They endea* 
vour to raise the groves of an earthly paradise* 
lo shade from sight that vista which opens to 
the distance of eternity. 

Another article in which the anti-christian 
tendency of a great part of our productions of 
taste and genius is apparent, is, the kind of 
consolation administered to distress, old age, 
and death. Things of a mournful kind form so 
large a portion of the lot of humanity, that it is 
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impossible for writers who take human hfe and 
feelings for their subject, to avoid (nor indeed 
have they endeavoured to avoid) contemplating 
man in those conditions in which he needs 
every kindly support to save him from despair. 
And here, if any where, we may justly require 
an absolute coincidence of all moral instruc- 
tions with the religion of Christ : since conso^ 
lation is eminently its distinction and its de^ 
sign ; since a being in distress seems to acquire 
the strongest claims to be treated right; and 
since insufficient consolations are but to mock 
it, and deceptive ones are to betray. It should 
then be clearly ascertained by the moralist, and 
never forgotten, what are the consolations pro- 
vided by this religion, and under what condi* 
tion they are offered, 

. Christianity offers even to the irreligious, who 
relent amidst their sufferings, the alleviation 
springing from inestimable promises made to 
penitence: any other system, which should 
attempt to console them, simply as suffering, 
and without any reference to the moral and re-r 
ligious state of their minds, would be mischie-f 
vous, if it were not iliefficacious. What are 
the principal sources of consolation to the pious, 
is immediately obvious. The victim of sorrow 
is assured that God exercises his paternal wis- 
dom and kindness in afflicting his children; 
that this necessary, discipline is to refine and 
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exalt them by making them " partakers of his 
holiness;^* that he mercifully regards their 
weakness and pains, and will not let them 
suffer beyond what they shall be able to bear ; 
that their great Leader has suflfered.for theni 
more than they can suffer, and kindly sympa* 
thizes still ; that this short life waS' not meant 
so much to give them joy, as to prepare them 
for it ; and that patient constancy shall receive 
a resplendent crown. An aged christian is 
soothed by the assurance that his Almighty 
Friend will not despise the enfeebled exertions, 
nor desert the oppressed atid fainting weakness, 
of the last stage of his servant^s life. When 
advancing into the shade of death itself, he is 
animated by the faith that the great sacrifice 
has taken the malignity of death away; and 
that the divine presence will attend the dark 
steps of this last and lonely enterprize, and 
shew the dying traveller and hero that even 
this melancholy gloom is the very confine of 
paradise, the immediate access to the region of 
eternal life. 

Now, in the greater number of the works to 
which I am referring, what are the forms of 
consolation vhich sensibility, reason, and elo- 
quence, have most generally exerted themselves 
to apply to the mournful circumstances of life, 
and to its close? You will readily recollect 
such as these : a man is suffering — well, it is 
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the common destiny, every ope suffers some^ 
times, and some much more than he ; jt is well 
it is no worse. If he is ynhappy now, he kas 
been happy, and he could not expect to be 
happy always. It wer^ ridiculous to complain 
that his nature was constituted capable of suf^ 
fering, or placed in a wcHHd where it is exposed 
to the causes of it. ^ If it were not capable of 
pain, it would not of pleasure. Would he be 
willing to lose his being, to escape these ills ? 
Of would he consent, if such a thing were pos-r 
pible, to be any one else ?T--The sympathy of 
each kind relative and friead will not be want^ 
ing. His condition niay probably change fot 
tjie better; there is hope in every situation; 
and meanwhile, it is aa opportunity for dis-r 
playing manly fortitude. A strong mind cao 
proudly triumph over the oppression of pain, 
the vexations of disappointment, and the ty» 
lanny of fortune. If the cause of distress i^ 
some irreparable deprivation, it will be softenecl 
by the lenient hand of tiine*. 

* Can it be necessary to notice htn mgein, that ereiy 
system of moral sentiments must iueTitabiy contain somfr 
principles which the gospel does not disapprove? Various 
particulars in this assemblage of consolation^ are compatible, 
in a subordinate place, with the dictates of Christianity. But 
the enumeration altogether, anci exclusively of the grand 
christian principles, forms a scheme of consolaticii ^uite dift^ 
rent from that of the religion of CSirist. 
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The lingering months of an aged man are 
fioothed almost into cheerfulness by the respect-^ 
fill attention of his neighbours ; by the worldly 
prosperity and dutiful regard of the family that 
he has brought up ; by the innocent gaiety and 
amusing frolics of their children ; and by the 
consideration of his fair character in society^ 
If he is a man of thought, he has the advantage 
af some philosophical considerations ; the cares 
and passions of his former life are cahned into 
a wise tranquillity; he thinks he has had a 
competent share of life; it is as proper and 
necessary for mankind to have their ^^ exits/^ 
as their ^* eiitrances ;^' and his business will 
now be to make a ^* well^graced'* retreat from 
the stage, like a man that has {H'operly acted 
his part, and may retire with applause. 

As to the consolations in death, the general 
voice of these authors asserts the grand and 
only all'^sufficient one to be the recollection of 
a well*spent life. To this chief source of con* 
solation you will find various additional sug- 
gestions ; as for instance, that death is in fact 
a far less tremendous thing than that dire form 
of it by which imagination and superstition are 
haunted ; that the sufferings of death are less 
than men often endure in the course of life ; 
that it is only like one of those transformations 
with which the world of nature abounds ; and 
that it is easy to conceive, and reasonable to 
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expect, a more commodious vehicle and habi^ 
tation. It would seem almost unavoidable to 
glance a momentary thought toward what re* 
velation has told us of " the house not made 
with hands/* of the " better country, that is, 
the heavenly/* . But yet the greater number of 
the writers of taste advert to the subject with 
apparent reluctance, except it can be done, on 
the one hand, in the manner of pure philoso-' 
phical conjecture, or on the other, under the 
£3rm of images bearing some analogy to the 
visions of classical poetry*- The argunients 
for resignation to death are not so much drawn 
.from future scenes, as from a consideration of 
the evils of the present life, the necessity of 
submitting to a general and irreversible law, 
the dignity of submitting with that calmness 
which conscious virtue is entitled to feel, and 
the improbability (as these writers sometimes 
intimate) that any very formidable evils are to 
be apprehended after death, except by a few of 

^ I am infiiutely far from disliking philosophical specula- 
tion, or even daring flights of fancy, on this grand subject. 
On the contrary, it appears to me strange that any one should 
solemnly entertain the belief of a life to come, without it^ 
^citing both the intellectual faculty and the imagination to 
their highest exercise. What I mean to censure in the mode 
of J'eferring to another life, is, the care to avoid any direct 
resemblance or recognition of the ideas which the new testa- 
ment has given to guide^ in some small^ very small degree^ 
our conjectures. 
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the very worst of the human race. Those ar- 
guments in general are rather aimed to quiet 
fear than to animate hope. The writers in 
question se^m more concerned to convey the 
dying man in peace and silence out of the 
world, than to conduct him to the celestial fe- 
licity. Let us but see him embarked on his 
unknown voyage in fair weather, and we are 
not accountable for what he may meet, or 
where he may be carried, when he is gone out 
of sight. They seldom present a lively view 
of the distant happiness, especially in any of 
those peculiar forms in which the christian re- 
velation has intimated its nature. In which of 
these books, and by which of the real or fic- 
titious characters whose last hours and thoughts 
they sometimes display, will you find the apos- 
tolic sentiments adopted, " To depart and be 
with Christ is far better,'^ " Willing rather to 
be absent from the body, and present with the 
Lord ?'^ The very existence of that sacred tes- 
timony which has given the only genuine con- 
solations in death, and the only just concep- 
tions of the realities beyond it, seems to be 
scarcely recollected; while the ingenious mo- 
ralists are searching the exhausted common- 
places of the stoic philosophy,, or citing the 
dubious maxims of a religion moulded accord- 
ing to the corrupt wishes of mankind, or even 
recollecting the lively sayings of the few whose 
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wit das expired only ifi the same moment with 
life, to fortify the pensive spirit for it^ last re-* 
movaL ^* Is it dot because there is not a God 
in Israel, that ye have sent to inquire of Baal-i 
jrebub the God of Ekron ?'^ 

Anotiier order of sentiments concerning deaths 
of a chai^cter too bold to be called Consolations^ 
has been represented as animating one class of 
human beings* In remarking on Lucaii^ I no^ 
ticed that desire of death which has appeared 
in the expressions of great minds, sometimes 
tirhile merely indulging solemn reflections when 
Ho danger or calamity immediately threatened^ 
but often in the conscious approach towards a 
&tal catastrophe. Many writers of later' timei^ 
have exerted their whole strength, and have 
even excelled themselves^ in representing the 
high sentiments in which this desire has dis«^' 
(>Iayed itself; genius has found its vefy gold 
mine in this fields If the affecting grandeur^ 
had awakened piety while it eXalts the pas« 
sions, some of the poets would have ranked 
among our greatest benefactors. Powerful ge- 
nius, aiding to inspire a christian triumph in 
the prospect of death, might be revered as 9 
prophet, might be almost loved as a benignant 
angel. No man^s emotions perhaps have ap-* 
proached nearer to enthusiasm than mine, in 
reading the thoughts which are made to be ex-* 
pressed by sages and reflective heroes in this 
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prospect, I have always felt these passages as 
the last and mightiest of the enchantments of 
poetry, capable of inspiring for a little while a 
contempt of all ordinary interests, of the world 
which we inhabit, and of life itself. While the 
emotion has continued, nothing has appeared 
so desirable as some nob}e occasion of dying ; 
such an occasion as that supplied by the legal 
injustice which awarded the hemlpck to So* 
crates, or by the destiny which at Philippi in- 
volved Brutus in the ruin of a great design for 
the liberty of the world ♦. Poetry has delighted 
to display personages of this high order, in thc^ 
same fatal predicament; and the situation of 
such men has appeared inexpressibly enviable^ 
by means of thos« sublime sentiments by which 
they illuminated the gloom of death. The 
reader has loved to surround himself in imagi- 
nation with that gloom, for the sake of irradiat- 
ing it with that sublimity. All other greatness 
has been for a while eglipsed by the greatness 

* Poetry will not easily exceed many of the expressions 
which mere history has recorded. I should little admire the 
capability of feeling, or greatly admire the clurbtian temper^ 
of the man who could without emotion read> for instance^ 
the short observations of Brutus to his friend, (in ccmiemr^ 
plation even of a self-inflicted death,) on the eve of the battle 
whic4i extinguished all hope of freedom j *' We shall either 
be victorious, or remove beyond the power of those that are 
90. We shall deliver our country by battle^ or ottnclres by 
death/' 

. Dd 
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of thought displayed by these contemplative 
and magnanimous spirits, though untaught by 
religion, when advancing to meet their fete. 
But the christian faith recalls the mind from 
this enchantment to recollect that the christian 
mode of dying can be the only right and noble 
mode, and to consider whether these examples 
be not exceedingly different. Have not the 
most enlightened and devout christians, whe«> 
ther they have languished in their chambers^ 
or passed through the fire of martyrdom, dis- 
closed their elevation of mind in another strain 
of eloquence ? The examples of greatness in 
death, which poetry has exhibited, generally 
want all those sentiments respecting the pardon 
of sin, and a Mediator through whom it is ob^ 
tained, and often the e;cplicit idea of meeting 
the Judge^ with which a christian contemplates 
his approaching end. Their expressions of in* 
trepidity and exultation have no analogy with 
the language of an incomparable saint ^nd hero, 
" O death, where is thy sting ? O grave, where 
is thy victory ? Thanks be to God who giveth 
us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ/' 
The kind of self-authorized confidence of taking 
possession of some other state of being, as mon« 
archs would talk of a distant part of their em- 
pire which they were going to enter; the 
proud apostrophes to the immortals, to prepare 
for the great and rival spirit that is coming ; 



Digitized 



by Google 



TO EVAXGELICAL RELIGION. 403 

their manner of consigning to its fate a good 
but falling cause, which will sink when they 
are gone ; their welcoming death as a kind of 
glad revenge against a hated world and a despi^ 
cable race, are not the humility nor th« bene- 
volence with which a christian dies. If a 
christian will partly unite with these high spi- 
rits in being weary of a world of dust and tri- 
fles, in despising the pains of death, in panting 
for an unbounded liberty, it will be at the same 
time with a most solemn commitment of him- 
self to the divine mercy, which they forget, or 
were never instructed, to implore. And as to 
the vision of the other world, you will observe 
a greiat difference between the language of sub- 
lime poetry and that of revelation, in respect to 
the nature of the sentiments and triumphs of 
that world, and still more perhaps in respect to 
the associates with whom the departing spirit 
expects soon to mingle. The hero of poetry is 
going to hold high converse with the souls of 
warriors, and patriots, and perhaps philoso- 
phers; a christian feels himself going (I may 
accommodate the passage) to " an innumerable 
company of angels, to the general assembly 
and church of the first born, to God the Judge 
of all, to the spirits of just men made jperfect, 
and to Jesus the Mediatur of the new cove- 
nant/* 

In defence of those who have thus rendered 
Dd2 
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deatii attractive by other means than the evan* 
gelicai vieiivs, it may be said) that mfiay of the 
personages whom their scenes exhibit in the 
contemplation of death, or in the apfproach to 
it, were jiecessarily, from the age or eoiititry in 
which diey lived or are feigned to have lived, 
iiiiacquainted with Christianity, and that there* 
fore it would have been absurd to represent 
them as animated by christian sentiments. 
Certainly. But I then ask, on what principle 
men of genius will justify themselves for choos^ 
ing^ with a view to the instruction of the heart, 
as they profess, examples, of which they can* 
not preserve the consistency, without making 
diem pernicious ? Where is the conscience of 
that man, who is most anxious * that every sen- 
timent expressed by the historical or fictitious 
personage, in the fatal season, should be har- 
monious with every principle of the chamcter, 
but feels not the smallest concern about the 
consistency of selecting or creating the charac- 
ter itself, with his conviction of the absolute 
authority of the religion of Christ ? lii glancing 
forward, he knows that his favourite is to die« 
and that be cannot die as a christian i yet he is 
to die with the most elevated moral dignity^ 
Would it not therefore be a dictate of con- 
science to warn his readers, that he hopes to 
display the exit with a comnmnding sublimity 
of which the natural effect will be, to make 



Digitized 



by Google 



TO UYAVQEhlCXls kfiLIGIOH. 406 

them no more wish t& die as cluristjians ? But 
how would be feel while seriously writing such 
^ waraing ? Migbf k not be said to bim. And 
are you then willing to die otherwise than as a 
christian ? If yoo are, why do you not declare 
that cfaristiamty is a fable ? If you a^re not, bow 
can you endearour to seduce your readers into 
an enthusiaslio adn^tiration of such a kind of 
death as you wish that you may n^t die ? How 
can you endeavour to inspire those sentiments 
which would excite your apprjsheniiicm and 
compassion for the state of your reader's nund, 
if you' heard him utter them in his last hours ? 
Is it mecesMry M the pathos and sublimity of 
poetry, to introduce characters which cannot 
be justly represented without fidsifying our 
view of the most serious of aU nK)ml subjects B 
If this be necessary, it were better that poetry 
with all its charms should perish, than that the 
revelation of God should not attain its end, and 
ftx its own ideas of death, clearly and alone, in 
the minds of beings whose manner of prepsHring 
for it is of infinite consequence. Bat this ia 
&r from being the dilemma, since innumerable 
examples could be found, or rationally imagined, 
of christian greatness in death. Is net then 
this preference of examples inimical to christian 
nity, and is not the sympathetic animation 
which so easily expresses their appropriate 
feelings, and informs them with their utmost 
D d3 
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energy, a baser kind of infidelity, as it is far 
more mischievous, than that of the cold dealer 
in cavils and quibbles against the gospel > 
What is the christian belief of that poet worth, 
who would not on reflection abhor himself for 
the affecting scene, which has for a while made 
each of his readers rather wish to die with So-* 
crates, with Antoninus, or even perhaps with 
Julian, than with St, John ? What would have 
been thought of the pupil of an apostle, who, 
after hearing his master describe the spirit of a 
Christianas departure firom the world, in lan- 
guage which he believed to be of conclusive 
authority, and which asserted or clearly im-^ 
plied that this alone was greatness in death, 
sholild have taken the first occasion to expatiate 
with enthusiasm on the closing scene of a phi* 
losopher, or on the exit of a stern hero, that, 
acknowledging in the invisible world no object 
for either confidence or fear, departed with the 
aspect of a being who was going to. summon 
his gods to judgment for the misfortunes of his 
life? And how will these careless men of genius 
give their account to him who will judge the 
world, for having virtually taught many aspiring 
minds that, notwithstanding his first coming 
was to conquer for man the king of terrors, 
there needs no recollection of him, in order to 
look toward death with noble defiance or sub- 
lime desire ? 
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Some of their dying persons^es are So con- 
sciously uninformed of the realities of the invi- 
sible state, that the niajestic sentiments which 
they disclose on the verge of life, can only 
throw a slight glimmering on unfathomable 
darkness ; but some anticipate the other world, 
as I have already observed, in very defined 
images. I recollect one of them, after some 
ju9t reflections on the vanity and wretchedness 
of life, thus expressing his complacency in 
view of the great deliverer : 

*' Death joins us to the great majority j 
Tis to be born to Platos and to Caesars | 
'Tis to be great for ever. 
Tis pleasure^ 'tis ambition then^ to die." 

Another, an illustrious female, in a tragedy 
which I lately read, welcomes death with the 
following sentiments : 

— '^ Oh 'tis wondrous well ! 
Ye gods of death that role the Stygian gloom ! 
' Ye who have greatly died^ I come ! I conle ! 
The hand of Rome can never touch me more ; 
Hail ! perfect free^om^ hail l" 

" My ^e spirit should ere now have join'd 
That great assembly^ those devoted shades, 
\yho 8com*d to live till liberty was lost ; 
But, ere their country fell, abhorr'd the light. 

^' Shift not thy colour at the sound of death ; 
It is to me perfection, glory, triumph. 
Nay, fondly would I choose it, though persuaded 
It were a long dariL night without a morning j 
D d 4 
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To bondage far prefer it» siiMe H is 
PeUTcrance firom a world where Bomani ruk.*' 

— '' Then let ui spfead 
A bold exalted wing^ and the -last voice we hear^ 
Be that of wonder and applause.** 

'' And ia the sacred moment then so near ? 

The moment when yon sun^ those heavens^ this earthy 

Hatefol to me^ polluted by the Romans, 

And all the busy slavish race of men. 

Shall sink at onoe, ^nd strait another state 

Rise on a sudden round ? 

Oh to be there !*• * 

You will recollect to have read many that 
are equally improper to engage a christian's fall 
sympathy, and therefore improper for a poet, 
admitting Christianity, to have written, in order 
to engage that sympathy; It is a peraicioiis 
circumstance in passages like these, that some 
of the general sentiments of anticipation and 
high emotion which might be expressed by a 
dying christian, are combined so intimately 
with other ideas and a whole state of feeling 
contradictory to Christianity, as to tempt the 
mind by the approbation of the one into a tole- 
ranee of the other. 

Sometimes even very bad men are made to 
display such dignity in death, as at once to ex- 
cite a sympathy with their false sentiments, 

* This is not perhaps one of the best specimens ; it is the last that 
has come under my notice. I am certain of having read many> but 
have not Jttst now the means of finding them aipua. 
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Eod to lessen the horror of their crimes. I re* 
collect the interest with which I read, xmtnj 
years since, in Dr. Young^» Busiris, the proud 
magnanimous speech at the end of which the 
tyrant dies ; particularly the lines, 

*' I thank these wounds^ these ragbg pains, Tvhich proam 
An interview with equals soon elsewhere. 
Cfreat Jove^ I come !" 

Even the detestable Zanga, though conscious 
that " to receive him hell blows all her fires,*' 
appears (if I recollect right) with great eleva* 
tion in the prospect of death, by means, partly 
indeed of the sentiments of returning justice, 
but chiefly of heroic courage. To create en 
occasicm of thus compelling us to do homage 
tk, the dying magnanimity of wicked men, is an 
insult to the religion which condemns such 
fnagnanimity as madness. It is no justification 
to say, that such instances have been known, 
and therefore such representations but imitate 
Teality ; for if the laws of criticism do not en- 
join, in works of genius, a careful, an anxious 
adaptation of all examples and sentiments to the 
purest moral purpose, as a far higher duty than 
the study of resemblance to the actual world, 
the laws of piety most certainly do. Let the 
men who have so much literary conscience 
about this verisimilitude, content themselves 
with the office of mere historians, and then 
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tbey may relate, perhaps without guilt, if the 
relation , is absolutely simple, all the facts aud 
speecheg of depraved greatness within the me^ 
luory of the world. But when they choose the 
higher office of inventing and combining, they 
are accountable for all the consequences. They 
create a new person, and in sending hrm iato 
society they can choose whether his example 
shall tend to improve or to pervert the minds 
that will be couipelled to admire him. If they 
deliberately choose the latter, the guilt of cr«a*p 
ing is, with respect to the influence.^ as far as 
that influence operates, the same as the writ^ 
would have incurred by practically h^mg such 
an example* 

It is ^Vi immense transition fk)tQ such \ft^ 
stances as those which I have been remarking 
npon, to Rousseau's. celebrated description of the 
death of his Eloisa, which would have been mucb 
more properly noticed in an earlier page. It is long 
$iince I read that scene, one of the most strik* 
iDg specimens probably of original conceptioa 
and interesting sentiment that evep appes^red; 
Ib^ut though the representation is so extended 
as to include every thing which the author 
thought needful to make it perfect, there is no 
explicU reference to the peculiarly evangelicsrf 
causes of complacency iji death. Yet the re- 
presentation is so admirable, that the serious 
reader is tempted to suspect even bis own mind 
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of fanaticism, while he is expressing to his 
friefnds the wish that they, and that himself, 
may be animated, in the last day of life, by a 
class of ideas whiclKthis eloquent writer wouW 
bave been ashamed to introduce. 



LETTER IX, 

Does it not appear to you, my dear friend^ 
that an approving reader of the generality of 
our ingenious authors will entertain ap opinion 
of the moral condition of our species very dif- 
ferent from the divine declarations ? The Go- 
vernor of all intelligent creatures has spoken of 
this nation or family of them as exceedingly re- 
mote from conformity to that standard of per- 
fection which alone can ever be his rule of 
judgment. And this is pronounced not only 
of vicious individuals, who are readily given up 
to condemnation by those who form the most 
partial or the proudest estimate of human na- 
ture, but of the constitutional quality of that 
nature itself. The moral part of the constitu- 
tion of man is represented as placing him inv^ 
mensely below that rank of dignity and happi- 
ness to which, by his intellectual powers, and 
his privilege of being immortal, he would 
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Otherwise bare seemed adapted to belong. The 
descriptions of the human condition are such 
as if the nature had, by a dreadful convulsion^ 
been separated off at each side from a pure and 
happy system* of the creation, and had fallen 
down an immeasurable depth into depravation 
and misery. In this state man is represented 
as loving, and therefore practically choosing, 
those evils which incur the condemnation of 
God ; and it is affirmed that no expedient but 
that very extraordinary one which Christianity 
has revealed, can change this condition^ and 
avert this condemnation with Its fcNrmdds^^ 
consequences. 

Every attempt to explain the wisdom and 
the precise ultimate object of the Supreme Be- 
ing in constituting a nature subject in so great 
a degree to moral evil, will fail. But even if a 
new revelation were given to turn this dark in* 
quiry into noon-day, it would make no diffe- 
rence in the actual state of thic^s^ An exten- 
si(Hi of knowledge could not reverse the fact 
that the human nature has displayed through 
every age the most aggravated proofe of being 
in a deplorable and hateful condition, whatever 
were the reasons for giving a moral agent a 
constitution which it was foreseen would soon 
be found in this condition. Perhaps if a human 
mind were expanded to a comprehensicMi be- 
yond all other created intelligences, if it could 
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see at oace the whole order of the unirerse, 
«od look into distant ages, it might understand 
in what manner the melancholy feet could ope- 
rate to the perfection of the vast system, and 
recording to what principles, and in reference 
to what ends, all that has taken place within 
4he empire of the £ternal Monarch is right. 
But in this contemplation of the whole, it 
would also take 'account of the separate condi- 
tion of each part ; it would perceive that this 
human world, whatev^ are its relations to the 
universe, has its own distinct economy of inte^ 
rests, and stands in its own relation and ac- 
countableness ta the righteous Governor; and 
that, regarded in this exclusive view, it is aa 
awful spectacle. Now, to this exclusive sphere 
of our own condition and interests revelation 
confines our attention, and pours contempt, 
though not more than experience pours, on all 
attempts to reason on those grand unknown 
principles according to which the Almighty dia^ 
poses the universe ; all our estimates therefore 
of the state and illations of man must take the 
subject on this insulated ground. Considering 
man in this view, the sacred omcles have repre-^ 
sented him as a more melancholy object than 
Nineveh or Babyloa in ruina ; and an infinite 
aggregate of obvious facts confirms the do<5- 
trine. This doctrine then is absolute authority 
in our speculations on human nature ^ but to 
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this authority the writers in question seem to 
pay, and to teach their readers to pay, but little 
respect. And unless those readers are pre*oc* 
cupied by the grave convictions of religious 
truth, rendered still more grave by painful re- 
flection on themselves, and by observation oh 
mankind ; or unless they are capable of enjoy-* 
ing a malicious or misanthropic pleasure, like 
Mandeville and Swift, in detecting and expos- 
ing the degradation of our nature, it is not 
wonderful that they should be prompt to enter- 
tain the sentiments which insinuate a much 
more flattering estimate. Our elegant and 
amusing moralists no doubt copiously describe 
and censure the follies and vices of mankind ; 
but many of these^ they maintain, are acci- 
dental to the human character, rather than a 
disclosure of its intrinsic qualities. Others do 
indeed spring from within, but they are only 
the wild weeds of a virtuous soil.: Man is still 
a very dignified and noble being, with strong 
dispositions to all excellence, holding a proud 
eminence in the ranks of existence, and (if such 
a Being is adverted to) high in the favour of hts 
Creator. The measure of virtue in the world 
vastly exceeds that of depravity ; we should 
not indulge a fanatical rigo^ir in our judgments 
of mankind ; nor accustom ourselves to con- 
template the Almighty always in the dark ma* 
jesty of justice. None of their speculations 
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seem to acknowledge the gloomy fact which 
the new testament so often asserts or implies, 
^at all men are " by nature children of 
wrath/' 

It is quite of course that amor^ sentiments 
of this order, the idea of the redemption by Je* 
sus Christ (if any allusion to it should occur) 
can appear with but an equivocal meaning, and 
with none of that transcendent importance 
with which his own revelation has displayed it. 
While mat! i§ not considered as lost, the mind 
cannot do justice to the expedient, or to " the 
only name under heaven,*' by which he can be 
redeemed. Accordingly the gift of Jesus Christ 
does not appear to be habitually recollected as 
the most illustrious instance of the beneficence 
of God that has ever come to human know- 
ledge, and as the single fact which, more than 
all facts together, has relieved the awfulness of 
the mystery in which our world is enveloped. 
No thankful joy seems to beam forth at the 
thought of so mighty an interposition, and of 
him who was the agent of it. When it is diffi- 
cult to avoid njaking sonie allusion to him, he 
is acknowledged rather in any of his subordi- 
nate characters, than as absolutely a Redeemer; 
or if the term Redeemer, or, our Saviour, is in- 
troduced, it is with an awkward formality 
which betrays that its meaning is but little re- 
lished, or but little understood. Jesus "Chrit^t 
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is regarded rather as having added to our moral 
advantaged) than as having conferred that witb*^ 
out which all the rest were in vain ; rather as 
having made the passage to a happy futurity 
somewhat more commodious^ than as having 
formed the passage itself over what was else an 
impassable gulph. Thus that compreheosire 
sum of blessings, called in the new testament 
Salvation, or Redemption, is shrunk into ft 
comparatively inconsiderable favour, which a 
kss glorious messenger might have brought^ 
which a less ms^nificent language than that 
dictated by inspiration might have described^ 
and which a less costly sacrifice might have 
secured. 

It is consistent with this delusive idea of 
human nature, and these faint impressions of 
the gospel, that these writers commonly nepre* 
sent eternal felicity as the pure reward of me* 
rit. I believe you will find this, as far as any 
allusions are made to the subject, the prevail^* 
ing opinion through the school of polite litersi* 
ture. You will perceive it to be the real opi- 
nion of many writers who do sometimes advert^ 
in some phrase employed by way of respectful 
ceremony to our national religion^ to the work 
or sacrifice of Christ. 

I might remark on the antichristian motives 
to action which are more than tolerated among 
these authcm : I will only notice one, ^he love 
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of gloiy ; that is, the desife of being distin* 
guished, admired, and praised. 

No one will deny that to wish for the favour- 
able opinion of the human beings around us, id 
to a certain extent, and under certain coi1iditions» 
consistent with the christian laws. In the first 
place, a material portion of human happiness 
depends on the attachment of relatives and 
friends, and it is right for a man to wish for the 
happiness resulting from such attachment. But 
the degree in which he will obtain this attach- 
ment, will depend very much on the higher or 
the lower estimate which these persons dnter* 
tain of his qualities and abilities. In order 
therefore to attain a great degree of their af- 
fection, it is right for him to wish, while he 
endeavours to deserve, tl\at their estimate might 
be high. 

In the next place, it is almost too plain to 
need an observation, that if it were possible for 
a man to desire the respect and admiration of 
mankind putely as a mean of giving greater ef* 
ficacy to his efforts for their welfare, and for 
the promotion of the cause of heaven, while be 
would be equally gratified that any other man 
in. whose hands this mean would have exactly 
the same effect, should obtain the admiration 
instead of himself, this would be something 
more than innocent ; it would indicate a most 
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noble state of tliind. Bat where! is the exam^ 
pie ? ' 

In the third place, as the Creator has fixed 
this desire in the essential constitution of our 
nature^ he intended its gratification, in some 
restricted degree, to be a direct and immediate 
cattse of pleasure. The good opinion of mankind^' 
expressed in praise, pleases us by the same ne- 
cessary and inexplicable laws according to which 
mutual affection pleases us, or according to which 
we are gratified by music, or the beauties and 
gales of spring. To a certain extent therefore 
it is innocent to admit the gratification of this 
desire, simply for the sake of this pleasure. 

But to what extent ? It is very apparent that 
this desire has, if I may so express it, an im* 
mense voracity. It has within itself no natural 
principle of limitation, since it is incapable of 
being gratified to satiety. The applause of a 
continent has not satisfied some men, nor would 
that of the whole globe. To what extent, I 
repeat, may the desire be indulged ? Evidently 
not beyond that point where it begins to intro* . 
duce its accessories, disdainful comparison, dt 
envy, or competition^ or ungenerous wishes. 
But I appeal to each man who has deeply re^ 
fleeted on himself, or observed those around 
him, whether this desire under even a consi- 
derably limited degree of indulgence does nol 
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mtroduce these accessories, and whether, in? 
order to fexclude them from his iown mind, he 
has inot often feit it necessary to adopt a seve- 
rity df restriction approaching near an endea-» 
vour to suppress the very desire- itself. Inr 
wiishing to prohibit an excessof/its indulgence^ 
he has perceived that even a very small degree 
has amounted, or most powerfully tended, to 
that excess^-^with the exception perhaips of that 
modification of the desire which has had refe« 
rence to engaging the affection of rdationli. op 
a few friends. The measute therefore of thia 
desire which may be permitted consistently 
with perfect innocence will be found to be 
most exceedingly small. 

Again, the desire cannot be cherished with- 
out becoming a motive of action exactly in the 
degree in which it is cherished. Now if the 
i^upreme, though not only motive of actioa in a 
pioui^ mind^ must be the wish to please God, it 
is evident that the passion which supplies ano-* 
ther motive, ought not to be allowed in a de- 
gree that will empower this motive involved in 
it to contest in the mind the supremacy of the 
pious motive. But here I again appeal to the 
reflective man of conscience, whether he has 
not felt that a very small degree of indulgence 
of the desire of human applause is enough, not 
only to render the motive involved in it strong 
enough to maintain a rivalry with what should 
E e 2 



Digitized 



by Google 



430 ON THX AVERfifOK O^ MEK OF TASTE 

be the supreme motive, but absolutely to pre«^ 
vail over it. In each pursuit or performance 
>n which he has excelled, or endeavoured to 
excel, has he not felt with grief and mdigna^ 
tion that his thoughts much more pfixnptly 
turned to the consideration of human praise 
than of divine approbation ? And when be ha* 
been able in some measure to repress this pas-- 
sioD, has he not found that a veiy slight stimis^ 
kis was competent to restore its impious as*« 
oendency >'*^Now what is the inference fiom 
these observations } What can it be but aibso* 
hiteiy this, that though the desire of human ap* 
pkuse is i« some certain small degree innocent, 
yet that since it so mightily tends to an excess 
destructive of the very essence of piety, it 
ought (excepting in the cases where human es- 
timation is sought purely as a mean toward 
some valuable end) to be opposed and repressed 
in a manner not much less general and un- 
conditional than if it were purely evil; mi 
that all those things and books which tend on 
the contrary to animate it with nev^ force, aie 
ttost pernicious ? And such an infeoence is coin 
eordant with the spirit of the new testamentf 
which, though not requiring the absolute ex-« 
tinction of the desire of human applause, yet 
alludes to most of its operations with censure^ 
(exhibits probaUy no approved instance of its 
indulgence, and abounds with the most em« 
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phatically togent representat'otis, both of itt 
pernicious influence tvhen it predooiinates ia 
tile mind, and of its powerful tendency to ac^^ 
quire this preddminanee^ Insomuch that a se« 
nous reader of this book feels that the degree 
to which the most indulgent christian casuistry 
ean tolerate this desire, is a degree which it 
will be eertain to reach and to exceed in his 
Hftind, in spite of the most systematical (^iposi^ 
tion. He will perceive thiAt the question is not 
so much how far he may encourage it, as by 
what means he may repress it ; and that in the 
ethft to repress it, there is no possibility of go« 
fug to an excess. The most resolute and per^^ 
Sevmng exertion will still leave so much of 
this passion as Christianity will pronounce a 
jault or a vice. He will be anxious to as-* 
semble, in aid of the discipline by which he 
endeavours to repress the feeling, all the ar-^ 
gumehts of reason, all s^triking examples, and 
idl the solemn representations of the bible. 

Now I think i cannot be mistaken in as<» 
terting that much the greater number of cmv fine 
writers have doiie the directly eoniraary of what 
I have thus represented a devout reader of the 
new testament as feeling necessary to be done. 
Which of their advocates will venture to deny 
that they really have encouraged the love of 
applause, of fame, of glory, or whatever else it 
may be cdled, in a degree which, if the pre« 
£ eS 
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ceding argumenti; is just, places them in the 
most pointed hostility with the christian reli<r 
gion? — ^Their good sense hasi indeed often, 
without adverting to the religiou£| coQsiderar 
tions, admitted the conviction, apd compelled 
the acknowledgment, of the inanity of thi^ 
glory. Almost ulL our ingenious writers have 
in one place or another expressed a contempt 
of the " fool to fame/^ They perceived the 
truth, but, as it did not make th^n^ free, they 
w^re willing after aU to dignify a passion ta 
which they felt themselves irretrievable slaves. 
And they have laboured to dp it by celebrating 
with every splendid epithet the men who were 
impelled by this passion through the career in 
which they were the idols of mankind and 
their own ; by describing glory as the best in-* 
cenjtive to noble actibns, and their worthiest 
reward ; by placing the temple of Virtue (proud 
station of the goddess) in the situ£^tron to be a 
mere introduction to that of Fame ; by lamentie 
ing that so few, and their un^rtune^te selves 
not of the number, can ^^ climb the steep 
where that proud temple shines afar;*' and by 
intimating a charge of meanness of spirit 
against those who have po generous ardour 
to distinguish themselves from Jhe croud by 
deeds calculated and designed to command ad- 
miration. If sometimes the ungracious recol- 
lection strikes them, and seems likely to strike 
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their readers, that this adtpiratioo is infiartelyr 
^capricious and perverse, since men have gained 
it without claims, and lost it without demerit, 
and siQce all kinds of fools have offered the in- 
cense to all kinds of villains, they escape from 
the disgust and from the benefit of this recol- 
lection by saying, that it is hmiourahle fame 
that noble spirits seek ; for they, despise the ig- 
nomat multitude, and seek applause by none 
but worthy actions, and from Done but worthy 
judges. Almost every one of these writers 
sometimes mentions the approbation^ of the 
Supreme Beiag, as that to which wise and 
good men .will beyond all things aspire ; but 
such aa occasional acknowledgment feebly 
counteracts the effect of many glowing, senti- 
ments and descriptions of a contrary tendency. 
I must read once more, and with a: habit of 
mind adapted to receive iippressions in a very 
different manner, the assemblage of our elegant 
classics, before I can be convinced that the 
above representation is unjust; and if it is cor-- 
rect, there, can be no question whether they 
have instructed their readers to tolerate, and 
evea to cherish, ^ptichristian motives of ac- 
tion, 

I will only remark on one particular more, 

namely, that the lighter order of these writers, 

and some even of the graver, have increased 

the unacceptableness of christian doctrines to 

E e 4 
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minds of taste, by their manner of ridiculing 
the cant and extravagance by which hypo* 
criay, enthusiasm, or the peculiarities of a sect 
or a period, may have disgraced them. Some* 
times indeed they have selected phrases for the 
purpose which were not cant, and which igao* 
ranee and impiety alone would have dared to 
ridicule. And often in exposing to contempt 
the follies of langu^e or munners by which a, 
christian of good taste deplores that the pro*- 
fessicm of the gospel should ever have beea 
marked, they take not the smallest care to pre- 
serve a clear separation between what taste and 
sense have a right to explode, and what piety 
commands to reverence. By this criminsd care* 
lessness (unless indeed it were design) they 
have fixed disagreeable and irreverent associa^^ 
tions on the evangelical truth itself, for which 
many persons, afterwards become more s^i* 
ously convinced of that truth, have had cause 
to wish those pages or volumes had gone inta 
the fire, instead of coniing into their hands. 
Many others, who have not become thus seri* 
ously convinced, retain the impressiiMi and 
cherish the repelleney* Gay writers ought ta 
know that this is dangerous ground. 

I am sorry that this extended censure on 
works of genius and taste could. not be con* 
ducted in a less general style, and with more 
disccimtnative references than the continual i^ 
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petition of the expressions, *^ elegant Ittera* 
iwe*' and, ** these writers." It might be « 
service of some value to the evangelical cause, 
if a work were written containing a clear and 
serious estimate, individually^ of the most po- 
pular writers of the last century and a half, in 
respect to the important article on which I 
have been remarking; with formal citations 
from some of their works; and a candid state- 
jsient of the general tendency of others. In an 
essay like this it is impossible to make an enu- 
meration of names, or pass a judgment, ex<« 
cept in a very slight occasional manner, on any 
particular author. Even the several classes of 
authors, which I mentioned some time back, at 
coming under the accusation, shall detain you 
but a moment* 

The Moral Philosophers for the most part 
seem anxious to avoid every thing that might 
subject them to the appellation of Christian 
Divines. They regard their department as a 
science complete in itself; and they investigate 
the foundation of morality, define its laws, and 
affix its sanctions, in a manner generally so 
distinct from Christianity, that the reader would 
almost conclude that religion to be another sci- 
ence complete in itself. An entire separation 
indeed it is hardly possible to preserve ; since 
Christianity has decided some moral questions 
on which reason was dubious or silent ; and 
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since that final retribution which the new tes« 
lament has so luminously foreshewn, is incoD* 
trovertibly one of the greatest of sanctions. 
To make no reference, while inculcating moral 
principles, to a judgment to come, after it has 
been declared, on what has been confessed to 
be divine authority, would look like systematic 
irreligion. . But still it is striking to obsenre 
how small a portion of the ideas which distin<r 
guish the new testament from other books 
many moral philosophers have thought indis-r 
pensable to a theory in which they professed 
to include the entire duty and interests of man« 
A serious reader is constrained to feel that ei-t 
ther there is too much in that hook, op too lit- 
tle in theirs. He will perceive that in the in-« 
spired book the moral principles are intimately, 
interwoven with all those doctrines which 
eould not have been known without that reve-» 
lation. He will find also, in this superior 
book, a vast number of ideas avowedly de^ 
signed to interest the affections in favour of all 
moral principles and virtues. These ideas are. 
taken from a consideiratiott of the divine niercy, 
the compassion of the Redeemer, and other to-, 
pics to which moral philosophers have very 
varely alluded. And though the same defini- 
tion would apply to any given virtue as.illua^. 
trated in the inspired and in the philosophic, 
page, yet the manner in which it bears on the 
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^Domcience and the heart is very considerably 
4ifferent,-^The difference becomes momentous^ 
if it should be found that the sacred authority 
pronounces the virtues of a good man not to 
be the c^use of his acceptance with Gods and 
that the philosophic moralists disclaim any. 
t>ther- On the whole it will perhaps be con- 
eluded that there must be something very, de- 
fective in th?it theory of morality which makes 
so slight an acknowledgment of the religion of 
Christ, and takes so little of its peculiar cha-. 
racter. The philosophers place the religion in 
the relation of a diminutive satellite to the 
world of moral and eternal interests; useful as, 
throwing a few rays on that side of it on which 
tlie solar light of human wisdom could not di-^ 
rectly shine; but that it can impart a vital 
warmth, or that it claims the ascendant power 
and honours, some of them seem not to have a 
sui^picion. . 

Without doubt innumerable reasonings and 
conclusions may be advanced on moral subjects 
which shall be true on a foundation of their 
own, equally in the presence of the evangelical 
system and in its absence. Without any refe« 
rence to that system, or if it had never been ap- 
pointed or revealed, it had been easy to illus- 
trate the utility of virtue, the elevation which 
it confers on a rational being, its conformity 
Vvith the o|:der of the universe, and many other 
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views of the subject. It would ^Iso hav« been 
easy to pass from virtue in the abstract into an 
illustration and enforcement of the several dis* 
tinct virtuet as arranged in a practical system. 
And if it skouM be asked, Why may not some 
writers empl<^ their speculations on those parts 
and views of moral truth which are independent 
of the gospel, leaving it to other men to chris* 
tianize the whole by the addition of the evangeK* 
cal relations, motives^ and conditions ? I readily 
answer. That this may sometimes very properly 
be done. An author may render valuable ser* 
vice by explaining for instance the utility of 
virtue in general, or of any particular virtue, or 
by a clear illustration c^ any other circum-r 
stance of the moral system. In doing this, he 
would expressly take a marked ground, ami 
aim at a specific object* He would not let it 
be imagined for a moment that this particulav* 
view of the subject of morals involved all the 
relations of that subject- with the interests of 
man, and with God. It would be fully under* 
stood that a multitude of other eonsiderations 
were indispensable to a complete moral theory.. 
But the charge against the moral philosophers 
IS meant to be applied to those who have ipro^ 
fessed to consider mtorals under a comprehen« 
sive view including all the relations in which 
they are connected with duty and happiness ; 
and who in this comprehensive view seem 
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quite to have forgotten'^ the implication of 
moral with evangelical truth, since they nei-» 
ther include the evai^elical ideas in their spe* 
€ulati(Hi8, nor appear conscious of a defect. 

When I mention our Historians^ it will in^ 
stantly occur to you, that the very foremost 
nasMS in this departoient imply every thing 
that is deadly to the christian religion itself, at 
a divilie communication, and therefore lie un* 
der a condemnation of a difiererent kind. But 
«i to the generality of those who have not been 
regarded as enemies to the christian cause, have 
they not forgotten what was due from its 
friends ? The historian intends his work to 
have the effect of a series of moral estimates of 
the persons whose actions he records : now, if 
be believes that a Judge of the world will 
come at length, and pronounce on the very 
characters that his work adjudges, it is one of 
the simplest dictates of good sense, that all the 
awards of the historian should be most carefully 
cokiacident with the judgments which may be 
expected from that supreme authority on the 
last day. Those distinctions of character, 
which the historian applauds as virtues, or cen^ 
aores as vices,, should be exactly the same qua- 
lities, which the language already heard from 
that Judge certifies ns that he will applaud or 
condemn. It is worse than foolish to erect a 
literary coOrt of morals and human character, 
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of which the maxima, the langusge, the dec}' 
sions, and the judges, will be equally the ob^ 
jects of contempt before Him whose intelli<» 
gence will instantly distinguish and place Id 
light the right and the wrong of all time* 
What a wretched abasement will overwhelm 
on that day some of the pompous historians^ 
who were called by others, and deemed by 
themselves, the high authoritative censors of 
an age, and whose verdict was to file on each 
name immortal honour or idfamy, if they shall 
find many of the questions^ and the decisions 
of that tribunal proceed on principles which 
they would have been ashamed to apply, or ne- 
ver took the trouble to understand. How they 
will be confounded, if some of the men whom 
they had extolled, are consigned to ignominy, 
and some that they had despised, are ap^ 
plauded by the voice at which the world wiU 
trefmble and be silent. But such a sad humili-* 
ation will I think be apprehended for many of 
the historians, by every serious christian reader 
who shall take the hint on this subject along 
with him through their- works. He will not 
seldom feel that the writers seem uninformed^ 
while they remark and decide on actions and 
characters^ that a final Law-giver has coine 
from heaved, or that he will come, or on what 
account he will come, yet once more. Their 
very diction often abjures the plain chrisliaa 
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denominations of good and evil : nor do I nee^ 
to enumerate the dubious terms which they 
have employed in their place* How then can 
a mind which learns to think in their manner, 
learn at the same time to think in his front 
whose opinions it will however be found no 
light matter to have dissented, when they shall 
be declared for the last time in this world ? 

The various interesting sets of short essays, 
especially the Spectator nnd Rambler, must 
have had during a season at least a very consi^ 
derable influence on the moral taste of the pub« 
lie ; and probably they have a considerable in-* 
fluence still. The very ample scope of the 
Spectator gave a fair opportunity for a serious 
writer to introduce, excepting pure science, a 
little of every subject connected with the con- 
dition and happiness of men.. How did it hap- 
pen that the stupendous circumstance of the re^ 
demption by the Messiah^ of which the impor- 
tance IS commensurate with the whole interests 
of man, with the value of his immortal spirit, 
wiUi the government of his Creator in this 
world, and with the happiness of eternity, 
ihould iK>t have been a few times in the long 
course of that work very fully and solemnly 
exhibited ? Why should not a few of the most 
peculiar of the doctrines comprehended in the 
subject have been clothed with, the fascinating 
elegance of Addison, from whose pen many 
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persons would have received an occa»oaal 
evangelical lesson with incomparably more 
eandour than from any professed Divine? A 
pious and benevolent man^ such as the avowed 
advocate of Christianity ought to be» should not 
have been contented that so many thousands of 
minds as his writings were adapted to instruct 
and to charm, should have been left, for any 
thing that he very explicitly attempted to the 
contrary in his most popular works, to end a 
life which he had contributed to refine, ao^ 
quainted but slightly with the grand security 
of happiness after death. Or if it was not his 
duty to introduce in a formal manner any of 
the most specifically evangelical subjects, it 
might at least have been expected, that some 
of the many serious essays contained in the 
Spectator should have had more of a christian 
tinge, more references to the sentiments of the 
gospel, intermingled with the speculations con^ 
cerning the Deity, and the gravetft moral sub* 
jects. There might easily have been more as* 
aimilation of what may, as it now stands, be 
called a liierwry religion, to the spirit of the 
new testament. From him also, as a kind of 
dictator among the majority of the elegant wri* 
ters of the age, it might have been expected 
that he would have set himself, with the same 
decisive and noble indignation which his Cato 
had shewn* against the betrayera of Roman U- 
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berty add ktws^ to dienounce that ridicule which 
has wounded teligion by a careless or by a crafty 
manner of holding up its abuses to scorn : but 
of this the Spectator itself is not free from ex- 
amples. 

Addison wrote a book expressly in defence 
of the religion of Christ; but to be the dignified 
advocate of a cause, and to be its humble dis- 
ciple, BM^ be very different things. An advo- 
cate has a feeling of making himself important, 
he seems to confer something on the cause ;. 
but as a disciple, .he must feel littleness, hu- 
mility, and submission. Self-admimtion might 
find much more to gratify it in becoming the. 
pahm of a beggar, than the servant of the great* 
est potentate. Addison was moreover very un- 
fortunate, for any thing like justice to the gos- 
pel, in the class of persons with whom he asso* 
ciated, and whom he was anxious to please* 
One can imagine with what a perfect storm of 
ridicule he would have been greeted, on enter- 
ing one of his celebrated coffee-houses of wits, 
on the day after he should have published. in the 
Spectator, a paper, for instance, on the neces- 
sity of being devoted to the service of Jesus 
jChrist. The friendship of the world ought to 
' be a " pearl of great price,*' for its cost is very 
serious. 

The majestic mind of Johnson was much 
more capable of scorning the ridicule, and dc:*: 

Ff 



Digitized 



by Google 



4S4 ON THS AVBRSIdM OF ICEN 09 TASTE 

fying the opposition, of wits and worldliiq;9« 
And yet it is too probable that his social life 
was eminently unfavourable to a deep and sim« 
pie consideration of cbHstian truth, and the 
cultivation of christian sentiment ; and that the 
very ascendency by which he intimidated and 
silenced impiety, contributed to the injury. As 
far as I remember, he associated with men of 
whom many were very learned, > some w^e 
extremely able, but of whom comparatively few 
made any decided profession (tf piety, asd per-* 
haps a considerable number would in other 
society have shewn a stroi^ propensity to ir- 
religion. This however seldom dared to disco^ 
ver itself in Johnson's presence ; and it is im« 
possible not to revere the strength and noble 
severity that made it so cautious. But this 
repression of irreligicm had the effect of render- 
ing many men acceptable associates, with whom 
his judgment, his conscience, and all liis moral 
feelings, would have forbidden much friendly 
intercourse, if those men had habitually as* 
sumed the freedom of fully disclosing them* 
selves. Decorum in respect to religion being 
preserved, he could take a most lively int^est 
in the company of men who drew forth the ut- 
most force and stores of his mind, in conversa^ 
tions on literature, moral philosophy, and gene- 
ral intelligence, and who could enrich every 
subject c^' social argument by their learning, 
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tkeir geniud, or their knowledge of mankind. 
But if there was at the same time a repressed 
impiety latent in their minds, it was impossible 
that it should not infuse into the sentiments 
wht<ih they communicated, a certain .quality 
Uncongenial with Christianity, though every 
thing avttwedly opposed to it were in his con** 
peny avoided. Now, through the' complacency 
which he felt in such intellectual intercourse, 
Vtnk quality would in some degree steal into his 
own ideas and feelings. For it is not in the 
power of the strongest and most vigilant mind, 
istmidst the animated interchange of eloquence, 
to avoid some' degree of assimilation to even the 
least approved sentiments of men whose intel- 
lectual wealth or energy gives so much pleasure, 
and commands so much respect. Thus the very 
predominance by which he could repress the di-* 
tect irreligion of statesmen, scholars, wits, and 
Bccomplisfaed men of the world, might, by re- 
taining him their intimate or frequent associate, 
sufaject him to meet the influence of that ir- 
region acting in a manner too indirect and re- 
fined to excite his hostility or even his caution. 
But indeed if his caution was excited, there 
might still be a possibility of self-deception in 
thQ case. He would feel it, and justly feel 
it, so great an achievement to constrain such 
men as I have described, to adopt, when with 
him, a high style of moral sentiment, purified 
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from all obvious irreligion, that he might be too 
much inclined to be satisfied with such an order 
of sentiments. It would be difficult for him 
to admit that what was actually a victory over 
impiety, could be itself less than Christianity. 
He would rather be inclined to consider how 
far these men were constrained to advance in 
the gradations of serious thought to join him, 
than how far he had yet himself to advance 
to join the apostles. It is hard for a man to 
suspect himself deficient in that very thing in 
which he not only excels other men, but mends 
them. Nothing can well be more unfortunate, 
for christian attainments, than to he habitually 
in society where a man will feel as if he dis- 
played a saintly eminence of character by ob- 
taining a decent silence on subjects, on which 
it has been the delight of the wisest and most 
devout men to expatiate. 

If there is any truth in the representations 
which compose so large a part of this essay, 
Johnson's continual immersion, if I may so ex- 
press it, in the studies of polite literature^ must- 
have subjected him to no small measure of an 
influence, which it requires a more intimate 
and habitual familiarity witH the christian pl4li- 
ciples than perhaps we are warranted to believe 
he maintained, to prevent from being injurious 
to a man's views and feelings concerning Reli- 
gion. 
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It must however be admitted that this illus* 
trious author, who, though here mentioned 
only in the class of essayists, is to be ranked 
among the greatest of moral philosophers, is 
tess at variance with the principles which ap- 
pear to be displayed in the new testament, tj^an 
almost any other distinguished writer of either 
of these classes. But few of his speculations 
comparatively tend to beguile the reader and 
admirer into that spirit which, on turning to 
. the instructions of Jesus Christ and his apos* 
ties, would feel estrangement or disgust ; and 
he has more explicit and solemn references to 
the grand purpose of human life, to a future 
judgment, and to eternity, than almost any 
other of our elegant moralists has had the piety 
or the courage to make. There is so much that 
most powerfully coincides and co-operates with 
christian truth, that the disciple of Christianity 
deeply regrets to meet occasionally a senti-- 
ment, respecting perhaps the review of life, the 
consolations in death, the eiiect of repentance, 
or the ground of acceptance with God, which 
he cannot reconcile with the evangelic theory, 
nor with those principles of christian faith in 
which Johnson sometimes avowed his belief* 
In such a writer he cannot but deem such de- 
viations a momentous fault. 

Omission is his other capital fault. Though 
he did introduce in his serious speculations, as 
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I have observed, more distinct alhigioES to reli- 
gious ideas than most other moralists, yet he 
did not introduce them so oftea as every tieri^ 
ous writer should, especially a writer who fr&p 
quently carries seriousness to the utmost pitch 
of solemnity. There scarcely ever was an au« 
thor in whose works an ample share of exyiin 
eit christian sentiment waa. more strictly indis* 
pensable than in the moral writings of John^ 
son. No writer ever more completely CKposed 
and blasted the folly and vanity of the greatest 
number of human pursuits, The ^countenance 
of Medusa could not have darted a mme fati4 
glance against the tribe of gay triflers, the com-* 
petitors of ambition, the proud possessors of 
wealth, or the men who consqme their life in 
, useless speculations, His severe and just con** 
demnation strikes indeed at almost all classes, 
and all the inoat favourite employments, of 
mankind. But it was so much the more pecu- 
liarly his duty to insist, still more fully than he 
did, on that one model of chan^cter, that oqe 
grand epiployment of life, which is eii||oined by 
heaven, and which will stand the test of the 
most rigid moral speculation, and of the last 
judgment. No author has more impressively 
displayed the misery of human life; ha laid 
himself under so much the stronger obligadon 
to unfold at large the only effectual consola- 
tions, the true scheme of felicity as far as it is 
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ftttainable on earth, and the delightful prospect 
of that better woiid which has so often in- 
spired exultation in the most melancholy situa- 
tions* No writer ha» better illustirated the ra- 
pidity of time, and the shortness of life; he 
ought so much the more fully to have dwelt on 
the views of that et^nity at which his readers 
are reminded that they will so quickly arrive* 
No virriter will easily make more poignant re- 
flections on the pains of guilt ; was it not most 
indispensable that he should oftener have di- 
rected the mind suffering this deepest distress 
to that great sacrifice once offered for sin ? No 
writer represents with more accurate and mor-f 
tifying truth the failure of human resolutions 
and the feebleness of human efforts in the con- 
test against corrupt incKiiation, depraved habit, 
and ten^ptation ; why did not this melancholy 
contemplation and experience prompt a very 
ftequent recollection, and a most emphatical 
expression of the importance, of that divine as- 
sistance, without which the bible has fully 
warned us that our labours will fail ? 

In applying \the censure to the poets, it is 
v^ gratifying to meet with so much to ap- 
plaud in the greatest of all their tribe. Mil- 
ton's genius might harmoniously have mingled 
with the angels that announced the Messiah to 
be come, or that on the spot and at the moment 
of his departure predicted his coming again ; 
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might have shamed to silence the muses of pa* 
ganism, or softened the pains of a christian 
martyr. Part of the poetical works of Young, 
those of Cowper, Watts, and a few others, have 
animated a very great number of minds wHh 
sentiments which they did not feel it necessary 
to repress or extinguish, in order to listen with 
complacency to the language of Christ and his 
apostles. But as to the great majority of the 
poets, it would be most curious to try what 
kind of religious system, and what view of the 
economy of man, would be formed by the asr 
semblage of all the sentiments belonging or alw 
lading to the subject throughout their works ; 
if such an experime^t were worth the trouble, 
and there were any person sufficiently in the 
state of the ingenuous Huron to perform it 
justly. But if it would be exceedingly amus* 
ing to observe the process and the fantastic re- 
sult, it would in the next place be very sad to 
consider, that these fallacies have been insinu« 
ated by the charms of poetry into countless 
thousands of minds, with a beguilement that 
has, first, diverted th^m from a serious atten- 
tion to the gospel, then formed them to an bar 
bitual dislike of it, and finally operated to betray 
some of them to the doom which, beyond the 
grave, awaits the neglect of Jesus Christ. 

You have probably seen Pope cited as a 
christian poet by some pious authors, whose 
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anxiety to impress reluctant genius into an ap« 
pearance of favouring Christianity, has credu- 
lously seized on any occasional verse, which 
seemed ail echo of the sacred dpctrines. No 
reader can admire, more than I, the discriminate 
thought, the finished execution, and the galaxy 
of poetical felicities, by which Pope's writings 
are distinguished. But I cannot refuse to per- 
ceive, that almost every allusion in his lights 
works to the names, the facts, and the topics, 
that peculiarly belong to the religion of Christ, 
is in a style of profane banter; and that, in most 
of his graver <mes, where he meant to be dignl* 
£ed, he took the utmost care to divest his 
thoughts of all the mean vulgarity of christiaa 
associations. ^' Off, ye profane !'' might seem 
to have been his address to all evangelical ideas, 
when he began his Essay on Man ; and thqr 
were obedient, and fled ; for if you detach the 
detail and illustrations, so as to lay baie the • 
outline and general principles of the work, it 
will stand confest an elaborate attempt to re* 
deem the whole theory of the condition and in- 
terests of men, both in life and death* from all 
the explaniUions imposed on it by an unphilo- 
sophical revelation from heaven. And in the 
happy riddance of this despised (hough celestial 
light, it exhibits a sort of moon-light vision, of 
thin impalpable abstractions, at wbjch a specu* 
latist may gaze, with a dubious wonder whether 
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tbey are lealities or pfauitoiiis, but which a 
practical man will in vain try to seize and turn 
to account, and which an evangelical man will 
disdain to accept in substitution for those ^p* 
pllcable and affecting forms of truth with which 
his religion has made him conyersant. But 
what deference to Christianity was to be ex- 
pected, when such a man as Bolin^roke wad 
the genius whose imparted splendour was to 
illuminate, and the demigod* whose approba* 
tion was to crown, the labours which were to 
conjoin these two venerable names, according 
to the wish of the poet, in evertasting &me ? 

If it be said for some parts of these dim spe<« 
eulations, that though Christianity comes f<»r« 
ward as the practical dispensation of truth, yet 
there must be, in remote abstraction behind it, 
some grand, ultimate, elementary truths, of 
which this dispensaticm does not inform us, or 
which it reduces from their pure recondite into 
a more palpable and popular form; I answer. 
And what did the poet, or ^^ the master oi.the 
poet and the song,'^ know about these truths, 
and how did they come by their information ? 

A serious observer must acknowledge with 
regret, that such a class of productions as novels, 
in which folly tries to pleasQ in a greater num* 
her of shapes than the poet enumerates in the 
Paradise of Fools, is capable of producii^ avery 

* He is so named somewhere in Fope*8 works. 
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eonsiderable effect on the moral taste of the 
community. A large proportion df them how« 
ever consist too much of pure folly to have any 
more specific counteraction to christian princi^ 
pies than that of mere folly in general ; except* 
ing indeed that the most flimsy of them will 
occasionally contribute their mite of mischief^ 
by alluding to a christian profession in a man* ' 
ner that identifies it with the cant by which 
hypocrites have aped it, or the extravagance 
with which fanatics have distorted it. But a 
great and direct force of counteracting influence 
proceeds from those which eloquently display 
characters of eminent vigour and virtue, whea 
that virtue is founded on no basis consolidated by 
relig^ion, but on a mixture of refined pride with 
generouiB feeling, or expressly on those philoso- 
phieal principles which are too often accompa^ 
nied, in these works, by an avowed or strongly 
intimated contempt of every idea of any reli^ * 
gion, especially the christian. If the case is 
mended in those into which an awkward reli« 
gion has found its way, it is rather -because th« 
characters excite less interest, than because that 
which they do excite is fiivourable to religion* 
No reader is likely to be impressed with the 
dignity of being a christian by seeing, in one of 
these works, an attempt to combine that cha« 
racter with the fine gentleman by means of a 
most ludicrous apparatus of amusements and 
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sacraments, churches and tiheatres, morning- 
prayers and evening-balls. Nor will it perhaps 
l^ of any great service to the christian cause, 
that some others of them profess to exemplify 
and defend, against the cavils and scorn of in* 
fidels> a religion of which it does not appear 
that the writers would have discovered the me- 
rits,, had it not been establishecl by law. One 
may doubt whether any one will be more than 
amused by the venerable priest, who is intro- 
duced, probably among wicked lords and giddy 
girls, to maintain the sanctity of t^rms^ and at-i^ 
tempt the illustration of doctrines, which these 
well-meaning writers do not perceive that the 
worthy gentleman's college, diocesan, and li-- 
braty, have but very imperfectly enabled him 
to understand. If the reader even wished to 
be more than amused, it is easy to imi^ine 
how much he would be likely to be in- 
structed and affected by such an illustration or 
defence of the christian religion, as the writer 
of a fashionable novel would deem a graceful 
expedient for filling up his plot. 
, One cannot close such a review of our fine 
writers without melancholy reflections. That 
cause which will raise all its zealous friends to 
a sublime eminence on the last and most so<» 
lemn day the world has to behold, and will 
make them great for ever, presented its claims 
full in sight of each of these authors in his 
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tiaje. The very^west of those claims could 
not b^ less than a conscientious solicitude to 
beware of every thing that could in any point 
injure the sacred cause. This claim has been 
slighted by so many as have lent attraction to 
an order of moral 'sentiments greatly discordant 
with its principles. And so many are gone 
into eternity under the charge of having em- 
ployed their genius, as the magicians their en- 
chantments against Moses, to counteract the 
Saviour of the world* 

Under what restrictioas then ought the study 
of polite literature to be conducted ? I cannot 
but have foreseen that this question must re- 
turn at the end of these observations; and I 
can only answer as I have answered before. 
Polite literature will necessarily continue to be 
the grand school of intellectual and moral cul- 
tivation. The evils therefore which it may 
contain, will as certainly affect in some degree 
the minds of the successive students, as the 
hurtful influence of the climate, or of the sea- 
sons, will affect their bodies. To be thus af- 
fected is a part of the destiny under which 
they are born, in a civilized country. It is 
indispensable to acquire the advantage ; it is 
inevitable td incur the evil. The means of 
counteraction will amount, it is to be feared, to 
no more than palliatives. Nor can these be 
proposed in any specific method. All that I 
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can do, is, to urge on the leader of taste thl6 
very serious duty of continually recalliag to 
bis mind) and if he is a parent or preceptor^ of 
cogently representing to his pupib^ the real 
character of the religion of the new testament, 
and the reasons which command an inTiolable 
adherence to it. 
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